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India. These military successes make up nearly all surviving ancient source
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historians. However, aside from riches and glory Alexander and Philip may
have shared their love of wine. The Macedonian court had longstanding
traditions of debauches banquets, and these were deeply intertwined with
military  exploits.  This  project  endeavors  to  determine  if  the  ancient
sources  portrayed  Alexander  with  a  weakness  for  alcohol,  present  the
source biases, and to investigate how greatly his consumption affected his
death.
I wish to recognize the invaluable aide provided to me throughout
this process. My most sincere thanks go to Dr. Xydopoulos, whom without
the goal of this project would not have been achieved. I would also like to
acknowledge the  efforts  of  Dr.  Nikos  Akamatis  who guided  myself  and
many other students through our most stressful times. Finally, the support
of my family and friends who encouraged and believed in my work.
Keywords: Wine, Alexander the Great, Dipsomania, Cause of Death, Source
Bias
Aubrey B. Martin
31/01/2020
Preface
The basis for the project “The Dipsomania of Alexander the Great” was 
inspired by my previous works on king Philip II and his wife Olympias. 
Additionally, the general public knowledge surrounding Alexander often 
carries a negative bias and this project endeavours to scrutinize the ways 
in which that became a popular opinion. A particular area of interest was 
Alexander’s relationship with alcohol and if/how greatly it contributed to 
his death. This is explored through source analysis and symptom 
assessment. It also explores how the sources recorded Alexander’s 
consumption habits, the reputation of alcohol consumption among 
Macedonians, and other causes for Alexander’s demise.
This project is submitted for the degree of MA in the Classical Archaeology 
and Ancient History of Macedonia for the School of Humanities at the 
International Hellenic University during the 2018 intake year. This project 
is to my knowledge original, except where acknowledgement and 
references are indicated. 
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Introduction
Alexander III ascended to the throne of Macedonia at only twenty.
The  next  thirteen  years  of  his  rule  impacted  the  geography,  culture,
economy,  religion,  and  numerous  other  aspects  of  the  ancient
Mediterranean world. For centuries historians and poets have recorded his
dramatic conquests, each recount his expeditions and personal life with
fluctuating levels of detail and overstatements. That reputation continues,
millennia after his death in part due to Alexander’s intelligence, combat
skills, and revelment. For such a well-documented king, there is little solid
evidence for the events surrounding his -far too early- death. His legacy
sustained, but his cause of death did not. Every ancient historian endorses
their  own account  of  the  event.  These  same historians  also  give  their
interpretations of his ‘possible’ affinity for alcohol. 
Alexander’s relationship was perhaps inherited from his father and
was  sustained  throughout  his  lifetime.  The  extent  to  which  alcohol
impacted his life, and death, are the focus of this project. It will attempt to
fill  a gap in modern scholarship by evaluating the direct association of
Alexander and alcohol. As a result, bias on the general life of Alexander
may  become  pronounced.  This  is  done  in  hopes  such  a  preliminary
assessment  with  facilitate  further  study  of  Alexander’s  consumption
behaviour and his death and the rhetoric modern scholars continue to use
when describing the Macedonian king. If successful, this study will benefit
Macedonian studies and the scholarship of Alexander.
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Part I: Deconstructing Alexander and Alcohol a 
careful and detailed account of each time the two
are mentioned consecutively.
Substantial work exists endeavouring to, without doubt, establish Alexander’s cause of
death. Although the days leading to his death are of great value, his conduct during other 
enterprises may also lend substance to the goal. This is done to focus on providing an overall 
account of Alexander’s death and its possible cause while assessing the plausibility of the 
source material. Direct reference to the death of Alexander is both lacking and abundant and 
still “frustratingly complex”.1 Though many ancient historians record his death, the details are
lost. Additionally, the historians of his time provided an account which was later used by 
nearly all the subsequent authors. Meaning this low selection muddies the account, as it may 
not have been accurate in its original form and has passed through many lenses of bias. 
Moreover, the correlation, or lack-there-of, between Alexander’s cause of death and alcohol 
will undoubtedly reveal a gap in knowledge and literary bias. 
To accomplish this, not only was ‘wine’ used as a correlative term to Alexander, but 
also ‘drink(ing), drank, drunk(en/ness), banquet, feast, comus, symposia(um), [and] alcohol’ 
were all considered. Additionally, the sources often mention these terms when describing 
general cases, but the habits of others were intentionally omitted from this study unless 
directly influencing Alexander’s personal behaviour or death. Therefore, what follows is an 
assessment and analysis of the available sources that narrate Alexanders personal 
consumption of alcohol and the possibly correlated activities and behaviour.2
Diodorus- Historical Library
1) “He erected a tent to hold a hundred couches and invited his Friends and officers, as 
well as the ambassadors from the cities, to the banquet. Employing great 
magnificence, he entertained great numbers in person besides distributing to his entire 
force sacrificial animals and all else suitable for the festive occasion and put his army 
in a fine humour.”3
This passage tells of Alexander’s preparations for his campaign to Asia. He and his 
companions needed to establish the logistical plan for the conquest, but his compatriots were 
not as eager as himself. Alexander tried to persuade them into hastily beginning their march. 
1 Frank Lee Holt. The Treasures of Alexander. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2018. xvi.
2 They have been included at length to offer a more detailed indication of their bias. It is 
divided foremost by source and an effort has been made to keep them reasonably 
chronological, wherein each example follows their literary order, followed by a comment.
3 Diodorus Siculus. “The Library of History.” Trans. by Charles L. Sherman (1952), Trans. 
by Bill Thayer. University of Chicago, September 16, 2017. 17.16.4.
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He felt it improper for the son of someone as accomplished as Philip II to simply rule over 
Macedonia from Pella; he wished to be a conqueror and a king not only a figurehead of 
government. Great games and sacrifices were set up to demonstrate only a portion of what 
was possible if they prevailed against Persia. This was an incredibly intelligent maneuver, as 
it evidently worked. While his friends sat at banquet, no-doubt the wine and spirit augmented 
their Macedonian pride and quelled any fears.
2) “Here the people received him gladly, and furnishing them billets feasted the 
Macedonians lavishly. Alexander refreshed his army from its private labours and 
remained more than thirty days in the city because food was plentiful and the 
population friendly.”4
This passage recounts Alexander’s movement from Arbela to Babylon with his entire 
army. He made some logistic changes to his army at this time, and Diodorus also says 
financial gains from the previous success were finally distributed. This case, although does 
not directly announce Alexander’s participation in the revelry implied that he was just as 
overcome with ease as his soldiers were. It was a -in comparison to the rest of the conquest- 
lengthy rest with adequate time for rejuvenation.
3) “Alexander held games in honour of his victories. He performed costly sacrifices to 
the gods and entertained his friends bountifully. While they were feasting and the 
drinking was far advanced, as they began to be drunken a madness took possession of 
the minds of the intoxicated guests.”5
This becomes one of the best markers for later sources’ comments on the behaviour of 
Alexander. Here he seems to have acted uncharacteristically rashly. Admittedly Diodorus says
it was at the suggestion of a drunk Attic woman and not Alexander himself. Seemingly 
Alexander is swept into the moment by his companions and only throws the first torch to 
please them. This peer-pressure scenario does not require Alexander to have been intoxicated, 
but only to have followed the words and actions of his friends.
4) “They say that each vine produces a metretes of wine...”6
This passage follows Alexander’s defeat of Darius and the Macedonians lamentation of a 
continued campaign. After the Persian king was dead, they were supposed to return to 
Macedonia, but Alexander wished for more. Many men left but he payed anyone that 
remained a great sum. With his smaller forces he began a journey, during which they rested in 
a village with superior wine. The town could supposedly produce nearly 38litres per vine. 
4 Ibid., 17.64.4.
5 Ibid., 17.72.3.
6 Ibid., 17.75.3.
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Assuming an average pour would be approximately 200ml, that means nearly 200 servings 
came from a single vine. This was significantly more than the typical Macedonian yield. It is 
unimaginable that Alexander could have abstained from such a treat as he immersed the city’s 
many such benefits into his kingdom. 
5) “Alexander and the army were feasted bountifully for two days, and then advanced to 
the Hyphasis River, the width of which was seven furlongs, the depth six fathoms, and
the current violent. This was difficult to cross.”7
Hephaestion had just returned from conquering another part of India. This king Phegeus 
had passed along many gifts to Alexander to confirm their submission, with which Alexander 
celebrated. He had also just been given various unique gifts by king Sopeithes so was likely 
feeling particularly in a celebratory mood. He also knew the next task for the army would be 
incredibly difficult, and as mentioned before banquets were an ideal way to promote further 
desire and confidence.
6) “Alexander recovered from his wound, sacrificed to the gods, and held a great banquet
for his Friends. In the course of the drinking a curious event occurred which is worth 
mention. Among the king's companions there was a Macedonian named Coragus, 
strong in body, who had distinguished himself many times in battle. His temper was 
sharpened by the drink, and he challenged to single combat Dioxippus the Athenian, 
an athlete who had won a crown in the foremost games. As you would expect, the 
guests at the banquet egged them on and Dioxippus accepted. The king set a day for 
the contest, and when the time came, many myriads of men gathered to see the 
spectacle.”8
At Sydracae Alexander fought the Mallians but was nearly fatally injured. He soon 
recovered, but this experience may have had adverse psychological effects as he took heavy 
damage to his head. Dioxippus won, and Alexander was of course bothered by this. The 
Macedonians were not happy to be beat. A trick Alexander played on Dioxippus, framing him 
for stealing, made him take his life. This is important because Alexander recognized his 
actions and behaviour caused the death of a friend, and notable non-Macedonian. This would 
be a repetitive scene for Alexander, but the commonality is they were all justified by the 
commencement of events was due to alcohol.
7) “So with great difficulty Alexander passed through the desert and came into a well-
populated country provided with everything needful. Here he rested his army, and for 
seven days proceeded with his troops in festive dress. He himself led a Dionysiac 
comus, feasting and drinking as he travelled.”9
7 Ibid., 17.93.1.
8 Ibid., 17.100.1.
9 Ibid., 17.106.1.
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Alexander has just crossed the Gedrosian desert and lost a great number of men. The lack 
of supplies and an attack decimated his forces. When they had reached the other side 
Alexander again let his men rest, but not before doting on them. He was suffering greatly but 
displayed his valour and resilience for his followers. The best way he knew to do this was 
showing the army a taste of their Macedonian banquets. Unfortunately, soon after it was 
disclosed that many of his general and mercenaries had fled.
8) “Here he refreshed his army for some time and staged a dramatic festival, 
accompanied by constant drinking parties among his friends. In the course of these, 
Hephaestion drank very much, fell ill, and died.”10
In Ecbatana his greatest peril awaited. He would lose the companion he held most dear. 
The festival was not unique in its purpose or revelry, but it cost Alexander a great deal more 
than just the price of food and drink. Having witnessed his most prized relationship evaporate 
because of alcohol must have been devastating beyond what modern historians can 
comprehend. If Alexander did not already have an affinity for alcohol, the death of his 
companion surely influenced that. 
9) “There he drank much unmixed wine in commemoration of the death of Heracles, and 
finally, filling a huge beaker, downed it at a gulp. Instantly he shrieked aloud as if 
smitten by a violent blow and was conducted by his Friends, who led him by the hand 
back to his apartments.”11
After some negative omens Alexander’s friend Medius invited the companions to his 
house. They accepted and after dining and drinking Alexander fell ill. Diodorus claims the 
pain steadily increased and the physicians could do nothing to ease his suffering. Alexander 
throughout his nearly thirteen years as king of Macedonia was “young, bold, brilliant, and 
brutal”.12 Yet, he died without his love Hephaestion, without reaching his goals, and without a 
born heir.
10) “They say that Antipater, who had been left by Alexander as viceroy in Europe, was at 
variance with the king's mother Olympias. At first he did not take her seriously 
because Alexander did not heed her complaints against him, but later, as their enmity 
kept growing and the king showed an anxiety to gratify his mother in everything out 
of piety, Antipater gave many indications of his disaffection. This was bad enough, but
the murder of Parmenion and Philotas struck terror into Antipater as into all of 
Alexander's Friends, so by the hand of his own son [Iolas], who was the king's wine-
pourer, he administered poison to the king.”13
10 Ibid., 17.110.7.
11 Ibid., 17.117.5.
12 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, xvi.
13 Siculus. “The Library of History.”, 17.118.1
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Diodorus does not give his opinion on Alexander’s cause of death but certainly does not 
discredit the possibility of assassination. He does directly link Alexander’s consumption of 
alcohol and his death, but not in such a way to promote Alexander as an alcoholic or immoral.
It was assuredly alcohol that killed him, perhaps by poison or perhaps another condition.
Plutarch- Parallel Lives- Life of Alexander
1) “And in Alexander's case, it was the heat of his body, as it would seem, which made 
him prone to drink, and choleric.”14
This is Plutarch’s description of Alexander’s physical appearance. He discloses 
Alexander’s naturally high temperature and relates it to his superiority in skill and 
intelligence. Alexander in Plutarch’s view did not desire to be the best for glory, but to fully 
and truly legitimately be superior to all others.
2) “Then Philip rose up against him with drawn sword, but, fortunately for both, his 
anger and his wine made him trip and fall. Then Alexander, mocking over him, said: 
"Look now, men! here is one who was preparing to cross from Europe into Asia; and 
he is upset in trying to cross from couch to couch.”15
At the union of Philip II and his young wife Cleopatra, Alexander asserts himself against 
not only his father, but a king. He clearly perceived the overindulgence an action unbefitting a
Macedonian king.
3) “But the drinking vessels and the purple robes and whatever things of this nature he 
took from the Persians, all these, except a few, he sent to his mother.”16
After a successful battle where the Macedonians and other Greeks fought together to 
defeat barbarians Alexander assured his success was a widespread story. He took many 
measures to spread the news but amid his gallantry and self-promotion he thought of his 
mother. This is a sign of their close relationship and an example of something they shared 
together; Garments that signified royalty and vessels from which to drink wine and honour 
Dionysus.
4) “To the use of wine also he was less addicted than was generally believed. The belief 
arose from the time which he would spend over each cup, talking than in drinking, 
always holding some long discourse, and this too when he had abundant leisure.”17
14 Lucius M. Plutarchus. “Life of Alexander.” Edited by Bill Thayer. Translated by 
Bernadotte Perrin. University of Chicago, December 10, 2016. 4.7.
15 Ibid., .9.9.
16 Ibid., 16.19.
17 Ibid., 23.1.
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Here Plutarch demonstrates a clear example of Alexander’s habits. He also knowingly 
tries to dispel any rumors of Alexanders frequent inebriation. His suggestion is that Alexander
did not drink heavily but drank a single cup of wine slowly, thereby appearing as if he was 
consuming a great deal. This method would allow him to remain alert for any issues that may 
arise while simultaneously appearing to fully participate in Macedonian customs “for 
conversation's sake”.18
5) “After the drinking was over, he would take a bath and sleep, frequently until midday; 
and sometimes he would actually spend the entire day in sleep.”19
Alexander’s record of daily activities seems typical for a monarch. Though, he seemed to 
dislike the cultural impositions in favour of his own decisions. His desire to remove himself 
and spend days unaccompanied is justifiable when considering the weight of his daily tasks.
6) “After this, as he was about to march forth against Dareius, it chanced that he 
consented to take part in a merry drinking bout of his companions, at which women 
also came to meet their lovers and shared in their wine and revelry.”20
After Alexander had sat on the throne of Darius, he let his army spend winter without 
further conquest. In the spring before he marched again Alexander held a feast similar to the 
one that he hosted prior to departing from Macedonia. This passage goes on to recount nearly 
the same as Diodorus’ account of the burning of the palace.
7) “Ariston, the captain of the Paeonians, having slain an enemy, brought his head and 
showed it to Alexander, saying: <In my country, O King, such a gift as this is 
rewarded with a golden beaker.> <Yes,> said Alexander with a laugh, <an empty one; 
but I will pledge thy health with one which is full of pure wine.>”21
Plutarch regales of Alexander’s natural generosity at many points in his work and states 
that as his wealth grew, he did not hoard it, but often gave away large sums. This was ideal for
Alexander as a king. It gained him a desirable reputation, but also the grandiose nature of his 
gifts would often merit equal shows of loyalty as the recipient could not hope to give equal 
gifts. In this case he also promotes the common belief that wine was invigorating, gave 
vitality, and it also highlighted its religious symbology. Instead of a direct reward Alexander 
gave him a king wish of prosperity.
8) “He himself was conveyed slowly along by eight horses, while he feasted day and 
night continuously with his companions on a dais built upon a lofty and conspicuous 
18 Ibid., 23.6.
19 Ibid., 23.8.
20 Ibid., 38.1.
21 Ibid., 39.2.
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scaffolding of oblong shape; and waggons without number followed, some with purple
and embroidered canopies, others protected from the sun by boughs of trees which 
were kept fresh and green, conveying the rest of his friends and commanders, who 
were all garlanded and drinking. Not a shield was to be seen, not a helmet, not a spear,
but along the whole march with cups and drinking-horns and flagons the soldiers kept 
dipping wine from huge casks and mixing-bowls and pledging one another, some as 
they marched along[…] We are told, too, that he was once viewing some contests in 
singing and dancing, being well heated with wine, and that his favourite, Bagoas, won 
the prize for song and dance, and then, all in his festal array, passed through the theatre
and took his seat by Alexander's side; at sight of which the Macedonians clapped their 
hands and loudly bade the king kiss the victor, until at last he threw his arms about 
him and kissed him tenderly.”22
This passage is Plutarch’s account, much like Diodorus’, of Alexanders crossing of the 
Gedrosian desert. It seems remarkably out of character for Plutarch’s Alexander. He had lost 
nearly half of his army in the crossing to the miserable conditions. After he completed the 
crossing and the army was in functioning order they continued onwards. This is a period 
during which Plutarch admits Alexander indulged in food, drink, and other pleasures. The 
focus of the army and of Alexander was revelry, wine, and enjoyment.
9) “But Alexander […] proposed a contest in drinking neat wine, the victor to be 
crowned.”23
Alexander had just witnessed a sacrifice made by a man, burned alive on a pyre and needed a 
pickup for the mood. The winner (using the same measurements as above) drank roughly 14 
servings of wine (at 200ml). Unfortunately, although he did win, he also died three days 
later…as did forty-one of the other contestants. Plutarch gives not explanation other than a 
chill soon after affecting all of them. Luckily, Alexander did not participate.
10) “But during this time it chanced that Hephaestion had a fever; and since, young man 
and soldier that he was, he could not submit to a strict regimen, as soon as Glaucus, 
his physician, had gone off to the theatre, he sat down to breakfast, ate a boiled fowl, 
drank a huge cooler of wine, fell sick, and in a little while died. Alexander's grief at 
this loss knew no bounds.”24
Just as Diodorus recounts Hephaestion’s death, Plutarch also attests it was due to a heavy 
intake of alcohol. As mentioned above the bereavement did damage to Alexanders body and 
psyche. 
22 Ibid., 67.1-8.
23 Ibid., 70.1.
24 Ibid., 72.2.
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11) “[…] he had a raging fever, and that when he got very thirsty he drank wine, 
whereupon he became delirious, and died on the thirtieth day of the month Daesius.”25
Since the death of Hephaestion Alexander had become increasingly paranoid and fearful. 
He was cautious of religious omens and filled his time with sacrifices. Soon, just as with 
Hephaestion, Alexander gulped wine and succumbed to a mysterious fever. Although Plutarch
cites the Ephemerides as his source, he does not insert his personal hypothesis. He does 
recount the poisoning theory (which he discredits), and notes Alexander’s lack of purification 
over the following six days.
Curtius- History of Alexander
1) “[…] Babylonians in particular are lavishly devoted to wine and the concomitants of 
drunkenness”26
This is a direct moral judgement by Curtius. He declares Alexander’s biggest disservice to 
his men was the time spent enjoying Babylon. The luxuries weakened them, and the Persian 
culture sullied Macedonian customs. He shames the immodesty of the people and deeply 
criticizes Alexander for letting his men participate. This moral concern is directly linked with 
their consumption of alcohol and the lack of control he/the army supposedly exhibited.
2) “But Alexander’s great mental endowments, that noble disposition, in which he surpassed
all kings, that intrepidity in encountering dangers, his promptness in forming and 
carrying out plans, his good faith towards those who submitted to him, merciful treatment
of his prisoners, temperance even in lawful and usual pleasures, were sullied by an 
excessive love of wine.”27
This is perhaps the most stark and direct display of a source berating Alexander for his 
drinking. Every skill and quality that made him admirable, all the drudgery of war, every loss 
of a friend, in Curtius’ eyes, is negated by his perceived affinity for alcohol.
Arrian- Anabasis of Alexander
1) “When the drinking-party on this occasion had already gone on too long (for 
Alexander had now made innovations even in regard to drinking, by imitating the 
custom of foreigners) […].”28
25 Ibid., 75.6.
26 Quintus Curtius Rufus. History of Alexander (version II). Edited by John R Workman. 
Translated by John C Rolfe. Vol. II. Harvard University Press. 5.1.37-38, (p341).
27 Ibid., 5.7.1, (p385-7).
28 Lusius Flavius Arrianus. The Anabasis of Alexander. Translated by E J Chinnock (1884). 
Project Gutenberg: September 27, 2014. 4.8.218-9.
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Arrian is recounting the story of Kleitos, but before he can expand upon that story, he 
takes a moment to evaluate Alexander’s new habit. Arrian does not seem to pass moral 
judgment here, although directly ties the increase in alcohol to the death of Kleitos. Although, 
this is more a perspective on the infiltration of Persian culture into the customs of 
Macedonians.
2) “I think Clitus deserving of severe censure for his insolent behaviour to his king, while
at the same time I pity Alexander for his mishap, because on that occasion he showed 
himself the slave of two vices, anger and drunkenness, by neither of which is it seemly
for a prudent man to be enslaved. […] it was not proper for him to live who had killed 
his friend when under the influence of wine. […] He did not cease calling himself the 
murderer of his friends; and for three days rigidly abstained from food and drink and 
paid no attention whatever to his personal appearance. Some of the soothsayers 
revealed that the avenging wrath of Dionysus had been the cause of his conduct, 
because he had omitted the sacrifice to that deity.”29
Arrian details the murder of Kleitos at length and does indeed reprimand Alexander for 
the act. Although, Arrian’s focus is largely on the regret Alexander immediately felt and his 
steps to rectify the situation. This does not offer a negative opinion of Alexander, but rather 
one of responsibility and leadership, even if he submits to ager on occasion. The association 
of wine and the Alexander’s murderous rage is obvious, but Arrian is quick to dispel it by 
blaming it on an act of a spiteful god.
3) “Some say that Alexander accidentally happened to be drinking until daybreak […] 
but when he was withdrawing from the drinking-party [he was convinced] to return 
and drink all night. Alexander, thinking that there was something divine in the 
warning, returned and went on drinking; and thus the enterprise of the pages fell 
through.”30
Arrian here quotes a tale from Aristobulus of a Syrian woman whom Alexander believed 
could have divine inspiration. In this case she insists he return to his banquet, thereby 
apparently foiling an assassination plot by his royal pages. This story mixes Alexanders habits
and his devotion to religion, which was already well established. It is also a sly interjection of 
how Alexander’s commitment to banquets was not a negative and did not cause his death but 
saved his life.
4) “After this Alexander offered sacrifice to the gods to whom it was his custom to 
sacrifice, and gave a public banquet, over which he himself presided, with the 
Macedonians sitting around him; and next to them the Persians; after whom came the 
men of the other nations, honoured for their personal rank or for some meritorious 
29 Ibid., 4.9.221.
30 Ibid., 4.13.230-231.
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action. The king and his guests drew wine from the same bowl and poured out the 
same libations...”31
Arrian supports the Macedonian banquet as an ideal tool for Alexander to increase his 
kingdom’s loyalty. As many of the other sources have detailed, Alexander provided well for 
those close to him. He shared in their pain and uplifted them all in their successes. Sharing 
wine from the same bowl is a definitive sign of symbolic equity among those in attendance. 
This characterizes Alexander’s consumption of alcohol as a benefit to not only the 
Macedonians but to the known world. It was something they could cross-culturally participate
in and enjoy.
5) “[…] he was feasting with his friends, and was drinking far into the night. He is also 
said to have distributed the sacrificial victims as well as a quantity of wine to the army
throughout the companies and centuries. There are some who have recorded that he 
wished to retire after the drinking party to his bed-chamber; but Medius, at that time 
the most influential of the Companions, met him and begged him to join a party of 
revellers at his residence, saying that the revel would be a pleasant one.[…] After 
retiring from the drinking party he took a bath; after which he took a little food and 
slept there, because he already felt feverish. He was carried out upon a couch to the 
sacrifices, in order that he might offer them according to his daily custom.”32
Arrian recounts Alexander’s death similarly to the other sources, as they also take from 
the Ephemerides, but his illness appears as a slow onset of fever rather than the sharp 
abdominal pain described by the others. Of focus in Arrian’s version is Alexander’s continued 
commitment to preforming his daily sacrifices. Arrian is one of the only authors that directly 
states his opinion. He suggests Alexander died many days before the Ephemerides’ account 
says. His death was being hidden from the soldiers, to give the generals more time to prepare 
for the inevitable breakdown of their systems.
Justin-Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius Trogus
1) “They were both too fond of wine, but the ill effects of their intoxication were totally 
different; the father would rush from a banquet to face the enemy, cope with him, and 
rashly expose himself to dangers; the son vented his rage, not upon his enemies, but 
his friends. A battle often sent away Philip wounded; Alexander often left a banquet 
stained with the blood of his companions.”33
31 Ibid., 5.11.389.
32 Ibid., Book 5.24.417-8.
33 Marcus Junianus Justinus Frontinus. Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius 
Trogus. Edited by John S Watson. Translated by Henry G Bhon. Corpus Scriptorum 
Latinorum. Forum Romanum. 9.8.15.
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Justin presents a mirror image of Philip II and Alexander. He also maintains Alexander 
magnified and embellished all of Philip II’s successes and faults. They shared the same 
afflictions. Here Alexander is presented as a vicious and dangerous king. This persona 
seemingly has no time for the mistakes and missteps of his compatriots. 
2) “Taking up a cup, he suddenly uttered a groan while he was drinking, as if he had been
stabbed with a dagger, and being carried half dead from the table, he was excruciated 
with such torture that he called for a sword to put an end to it, and felt pain at the 
touch of his attendants as if he were all over wounds. His friends reported that the 
cause of his disease was excess in drinking, but in reality, it was a conspiracy, the 
infamy of which the power of his successors threw into the shade.”34
As the other sources tell, Alexander was at Medius’ house when he fell ill. Justin perhaps 
dramatizes Alexander’s death in saying he called to his companions to end his pain. Of note, 
Justin adamantly denies Alexander’s death was due to drinking like his friends said, and 
instead fully commits to the poisoning theory.
3) “Philippus and Iollas, who used to taste and mix the king’s drink, had the poison ready
in cold water, which they put into the drink after it had been tasted.”35
Justin suggests Antipater was responsible for the rumours about Alexander’s assassination.
He details Kassander’s plot to transport the poison within the hoof of a horse. It was sure to be
a success because of Alexander’s frequent consumption, and his (misplaced) trust in Iolas. His
generosity and affinity for wine made it far to simple to poison Alexander from Justin’s 
perspective.
Aelian- Various Histories
1) “That on the fifth day of the Month he drank excessively at [Eumeus’] house, on the 
sixth day he slept after his debauch, and recovered so well as to rise and give orders to
his Captains for the Expedition of the next day, saying that they should set forth very 
early. On the seventh he feasted with Perdiccas, and again drank freely. On the eighth 
he slept. On the fifteenth day of the same Month he made another debauch, and the 
next day slept. On the four and twentieth he [dined] with Bagoas. […] The day 
following he slept. One of these two therefore must [be the case]; Either that 
Alexander did prejudice himself exceedingly by [employing] so many [days] of the 
Month in drinking, or that they who write these things have belied him.”36
34 Ibid., 12.13.
35 Ibid., 12.14.
36 Claudius Aelianus. “Aelian's Various History.” Edited by James Eason. Translated by 
Thomas Stanley. Book III. University of Chicago London: 1670. Accessed September 6, 
2019. 3.23.
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This account of Aelian’s differs from the other sources. Alexander did drink to excess, but 
not at the residence of Medius. He also was not paralyzed or in a great deal of pain as he 
could make logistical military decisions. Aelian is straightforward in that he gives two 
options; either Alexander did indeed drink to excess and cause his own death over a month, or
he was mistakenly portrayed by authors who wished his reputation harm. The fact that Aelian 
records this disparity at all does advocate that the alcoholic Alexander is a literary fabrication.
Athenaeus- The Deipnosophists
1) “But Nicobule, or whoever it was who wrote the books  attributed to her, says that 
<[…] there were twenty people  present at the party, pledged every one of the guests, 
receiving a similar pledge from all of them, and then, rising  up from the party, he 
presently went off to sleep.>."37
Athenaeus gives Nicobula enough credit here to include her variation on Alexander’s story. 
He proposes others drank far more than Alexander so there is little reason to believe it was 
alcohol that really killed him.
2) “But Nicobule says, that <while he was at supper all the morris  dancers and athletes 
studied to amuse the king; and at his very last banquet, Alexander, remembering an 
episode in  the Andromeda of Euripides, recited it in a declamatory manner, and then 
drank a cup of unmixed wine with great eagerness, and compelled all the rest to do so 
too.>"38
This passage suggests Athenaeus at least considers the possibility it was Alexander’s 
own personality and overindulgence that killed him. He was authentically in a moment of joy 
with his companions when his illness struck. This version somehow seems to show 
Alexander’s death in a more impactful light. It juxtaposes the boisterous atmosphere of a 
drinking party with Alexander’s feeble end. In all, these sources account for Alexander having
attended twenty-six symposia between 334-323BCE. 
37 Athenaeus. “The Deipnosophists, or, Banquet of the Learned.” Translated by Henry G. 
Bhon, Forgotten Books: Version 2. UW Digital Collection. University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
X.44. (p686).
38 Athenaeus. “The Deipnosophists, or, Banquet of the Learned.” Translated by Henry G. 
Bhon, Forgotten Books: Version 3. UW Digital Collections. University of Wisconsin-
Madison. XII.53. (p860).
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 Part II: Assessing the Bias and examining the 
sources and how their information may have 
been influenced.
The merit of each source decides what judgements are passed on the demise of 
Alexander. As such, if the sources present Alexander’s consumption as intentional or a by-
product of the Macedonian culture it would have impacted the audience’s perception of his 
character and/or his capabilities as a king. Each of the sources above and below influenced the
discourse on Alexander’s relationship with alcohol; some present their bias more obviously 
while some conceal it. Focus remains on the use of alcohol as a possible literary trope used to 
demean his success. Even while the authors were writing they would have been aware of bias 
and propaganda. They understood the history could be tainted by personal opinions. Their 
accounts could also be heavily influenced by the benefits they received from their stories’ 
subjects. If there was an opportunity for personal gain, an author would portray the person in 
a much kinder light.39 Failing to recognize these motivations in the source material was seen 
as a failure of the authors character and impeded the reception of his work. This is crucial 
because the audience opinion of the author is of equal importance to their opinions of their 
books.40 Authors then must allocate a large portion of their time to curating their own image 
though their writings; Done by telling stories through specific ethical lenses, demonstrations 
of personality, and imagery of their personal lives. 
Modern historians can account for five main sources who wrote contemporaneously 
and accounted for Alexanders death. Among the later authors certain attributes of Alexander 
are accepted without skepticism while others are deconstructed and questioned, and some are 
included only for their value of being false statements.41 Of those, Nearchus was an admiral 
and a boyhood companion of Alexander. He wrote about the naval voyages under Alexander, 
which Strabo recounts. Otherwise none of his reports remain. Eumenes was a secretary of 
Alexander who chiefly remains in the accounts of the later Plutarch and Diodorus. Eumenes is
said to have written documents that accompanied Alexander’s body on its pilgrimage to 
Pella.42 However in the body was diverted to Egypt by Ptolemy and the account was lost. 
Eumenes was followed by Hieronymus, meaning he possibly had access to these documents 
39 T.J. Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias in Historical Writing." Classical 
Philology 84, no. 1 (1989): 16-31. p21.
40 Ibid.
41 R.B. Steele. "Some Features of the Later Histories of Alexander." Classical Philology 13,
no. 3 (1918): 301-09. p301
42 Francoise P. Retief, and Louise Cilliers. “The Death of Alexander the 
Great.” Supplementum 7 (June 30, 2005): 14–28. p16.
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prior to their disappearance, and he was an inspiration for Diodorus. Chares played an 
important role in the Macedonian court while they were abroad, and his writings reflected 
that. He focused on Persian customs and their induction into Macedonian court operations. 
Aristobulus published from 305-290 BCE, but he focused on science and geography over the 
tactics of the military or personality of its leader. He seems to admit that Alexander was prone
to drinking. Ptolemy also wrote about Alexander and published his History in 285-283BCE, 
writing from the Ephemerides.43 He was a close friend of Alexanders and would have been 
one of very few to have access to the documents after Alexander’s death.
Callisthenes
Philip II turned Macedonia into a powerhouse of a society, with profitable land and 
free people that conglomerated to form a unified state.44 Consequently, Alexander ruled over 
one of the best armies in the known world. Their highly trained infantry facilitates his rise to 
king over such a vast area. This incredible reputation means dissecting the truth out from 
sources is incredibly difficult; it is shrouded in grandiose stories. These numerous exploits 
required documentation of their success, and Callisthenes would fulfill this need. He was the 
nephew of Aristotle and studied under him.45 His information, while useful, is likely 
extremely biased. He was educated, so keeping good records and writing well was extremely 
important. Although, since he was writing while Alexander was alive, and in close personal 
proximity, the intentions of his work would be to record the ‘glorious’ parts of Alexander’s 
rule. Being too critical may have come with great personal sacrifice. Thus, the tales of 
Callisthenes become foundation stories that must be stripped of their mythologies. 
It is precisely because Alexander’s life was mythologized while living and after death, 
the propaganda is more difficult to strip away. They are more deeply intertwined. Even 
Alexander himself presented his Persian conquest as a Panhellenic mission as the integration 
of Persian customs could be justified so long as he remained a conqueror, and not indebted to 
Persia. Callisthenes was also used by Alexander because he deeply wished to be observed 
only in the ways he wanted to be thought of.46 Specifically catering his public image was a 
major portion of his time. Alexander’s inclusion of Callisthenes in his personal court supports 
43 Ibid.
44 Edward M Anson. “Alexander the Great in Current Scholarship.” History Compass 7, no.
3 (2009): p982.
45 Lionel Pearson. The Lost Historians of Alexander the Great (New York: American 
Philological Association, 1960). 22-3.
46 Anson. “Alexander the Great in Current Scholarship.”. p984.
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this, as he could tailor his image and legacy as he saw fit. Callisthenes was executed in 
327BCE, so his history did not cover the remainder of Alexander’s life.47 
Clitarchus
Unlike Callisthenes, Clitarchus wrote from secondary sources and never knew 
Alexander personally. According to the other authors, he had little care for the genuine facts 
and instead liked the extravagant accounts of kingship.48 He also published largely 
negative/sensational stories about the deceased king. Scholars like Cicero quote him 
frequently with both positive and negative spins, seemingly doing their best to dispel his 
personal bias. Cicero noted if a lie made the story more interesting Clitarchus was apt to 
include it.49 This suggests he is not a reliable source for Alexander’s daily habits. Diodorus 
also does often use him as basic source for larger details about military campaigns, but he also
supplemented these accounts with Aristobulus, Hieronymus, and mercenaries fighting for 
Darius.50
Diodorus
Diodorus was born in Sicily and wrote in the first century BCE.51 Since his work was 
covering a large period of time, he did often mention his sources. Although nearly none of the 
works he cites are available in later periods. The inability for readers to prove the validity of 
an author’s claims meant Diodorus was free to approve and disprove of history in a way that 
suited him.52 On the death of Alexander he is later mirrored by Plutarch; Saying Alexander 
was warned repeatedly about not marching to Babylon after the death of Hephaestion, which 
he ignored. Instead Alexander met with emissaries and held a grand funeral and began 
constructing a monument.53 He then took a boat tour of the swamps near Babylon during 
which the royal diadem was caught by a reed in the water. This was a terrible sign and 
required sacrifice to negate the oncoming bad luck. Unfortunately, before Alexander could 
accomplish that, he was called to a festival where he drank a large amount of unmixed wine. 
When he began to drink another, he “instantly he shrieked aloud as if struck by a violent 
47 Retief, and Cilliers. “The Death of Alexander the Great”, 16.
48 Pearson. The Lost Historians. p212-213.
49 Retief, and Cilliers. “The Death of Alexander the Great”, 17.
50 Ibid., 18.
51 Siculus. “The Library of History.”. 1.4.4.
52 Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias”. 28
53 Nathan Gamble, and Edmund Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination Of The Death
Of Alexander The Great.” Journal Of Ancient History And Archaeology 4, no. 3 (October 
2017). p22.
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blow.”.54 Alexander was escorted quickly to his personal residence and spend the days until 
his death in a great deal of pain. No physician could successfully ease the pain and Alexander 
himself realized death was soon approaching and took of his ring, dedicating it to the 
‘strongest in the empire’.55 
The poisoning theory that both Plutarch and Arrian reject seems at the very least to be 
entertained by Diodorus. He notes some historians that are contemporary to himself and 
Alexander respectively, believed the rumors, and therefore they must have some weight.56 
Diodorus also confirms the commencement of Alexander’s fatal illness was, in one way or 
another, wine related.
Plutarch
Plutarch was a Greek author from Boeotia, writing mainly near 100 CE, with a focus 
on details and the demonstration of virtue and vice in historically notable men. The audience 
of Plutarch was majority aristocratic men who were already supportive of the Roman order.57 
They were likely accustomed to reading science, astronomy, and moral/ethical philosophy, 
while also being familiar with general geography and histories of military leaders.58 Alexander
was a positive example for the majority of Romans under Trajan as regardless of strong 
criticisms by Roman authors which Plutarch’s audience would have been familiar with, but 
his presentation of Alexander was seemingly the most influential.59 
Unlike the other authors, Plutarch imagines his audience keenly interested in moral 
improvement. He assumes that since the reader is consuming his content, they must desire a 
virtuous life. To gain traction for his works and assure audience interest, Plutarch writes to 
include topics that create commonalities. His inclusion of the subject’s family, education, 
appearance, and other biographical details are intended to make the moral teachings more 
palpable.60 Though, he is not writing as to demean his audience or critique their experience. 
Plutarch establishes a fellowship with his readers based in their equality on a search for 
54 Siculus. “The Library of History.”. 17.117.
55 Gamble and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, 22.
56 Ibid.
57 Philip A. Stadter. “The Proems of Plutarch's Lives.” In Illinois Classical Studies, 2nd ed., 
13:275–59. Department of Classics. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1988. 
P292.
58 Ibid. p293.
59 Krzysztof Nawotka and Robert Rollinger. “In Search of the Many Images of Alexander at
Chaeronea. Historical and Literary Traditions in Plutarch's Corpus.” The Historiography of 
Alexander the Great. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2018. p120.
60 Philip. “The Proems of Plutarch's Lives.”. p287.
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virtue.61 His reader is intended to join him while he demonstrates his ideals and recounts 
lessons. 
Plutarch’s primary goal seems to be inviting his readers to examine their own 
adherence to virtuous lives.62 Interestingly Plutarch never seems to be in a rush to get his 
lessons to his readers.63 Plutarch does not seemed concerned with his own appeasement of the 
Romans. He presents them with a well devised, almost guidebook, on how to rule properly 
with immense power. His writings demonstrate all the outcomes for different moral judgments
a leader may be inclined to take on. Plutarch does not sympathize with Philip II and views his 
rule over Macedonia in a largely negative light, whereas Alexander III became the appropriate
ruler.64  
With his presentation of Alexander, he presents the Roman elite with a blueprint of 
how to appropriately use power, and backs that up with equally useful tales of missteps and 
how to rectify them. Alexander’s policies, marriages, wars, and drinking habits were all a 
demonstration through Plutarch’s lens of how to behave virtuously when supplied with power 
which often corrupts. Plutarch’s account of Alexander is inconsistent, but that is helpful when 
assessing his bias. He prioritizes a multi-faceted characterization of Alexander. To him, 
humans will always act imperfectly, and in a very Aristotelian way, must strive to maintain 
their virtue through imitation of others. His tales of Alexander III were used to demonstrate a 
virtuous leader on which others could model their own lives.65 
He worked diligently to record Alexander’s contemporary sources as accurately and as
details as possible.66 From the Ephemerides Plutarch uses his contemporary Philinus.67 
Plutarch denies Alexander sustained an unhealthy relationship with alcohol: “[I]n spite of his 
vehement and impulsive nature, showed little interest in the pleasures of the senses and 
indulged in them only with great moderation.”.68 Plutarch offers a more lenient modest 
portrayal of Alexander’s drinking habits.69 Though, even this assessment of his relationship 
61 Ibid., p293.
62 Ibid., p284.
63 Ibid., p293.
64 Nawotka and Rollinger. “In Search of the Many Images”. P121.
65 Philip. “The Proems of Plutarch's Lives.”. p285.
66 Jeanne Reames-Zimmerman, and Eugene N Borza. “Some New Thoughts on the Death 
of Alexander the Great.” The Ancient World 31, no. 1 (2000). p18.
67 J. A. Lippias,J. Lascaratos, S. Fafouti, and G. N. Christodoulou. “Alexander the Great's 
Relationship With Alcohol.” Addiction History. Society for the Study of Addiction to Alcohol
and Other Drugs 98, Blackwell Science (2002): p564.
68 Gamble, and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, p26.
69 Ibid., 20.
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with alcohol would be far above the modern ideas of safe habits. Alexander’s body showed no
signs of decay (Plutarch 77/Curtius 9.19) for many days after his death was recorded. Many 
scholars reject this as a fabrication, but the process is, although rare and unique, medically 
sound. Ascending paralysis can be a by-product of a neurological damage, often working 
slowly by paralyzing the outer extremities and moving inwards until reaching the central 
nervous system and thereby rendering the subject unconscious.70 At least the sources that 
record this can be considered credible, or at least medically factual but “Plutarch’s goal to 
contrast Alexander’s virtuous poverty with Darius’ emasculating riches”71 
Plutarch when not referring to Alexander, already speaks of alcohol unfavourably 
saying: “is it with wine the same as with drunkard who become bald because the heat of the 
wine provokes an evaporation of their brain’s humidity?”.72 This is considerable because 
Plutarch is not overtly critical of Alexander’s drinking. Though, Plutarch records 
Hephaestion’s death after a fever and ignoring the advice to refrain from heavy food and 
drink. Alexander crucified his physician, banned music, cut the tails of all the accompanying 
horses and donkeys.73 Plutarch also details how Alexander was so bereaved he slaughtered 
every male in during the next attack, and spent an exorbitant amount on Hephaestion’s funeral
and tomb. Many warned Alexander of continuing his journey, causing him to become 
increasingly paranoid.74 After returning to symposia Alexander continued a particularly heavy 
night o drinking at Medius’ residence; following another full day of consumption he 
developed a fever that worsened as he drank. Alexander became incoherent and deranged and 
died soon after.75 Plutarch contends that claims by other authors of great wails of pain were 
invented theatrically to adorn the story and make Alexander appear weaker. He himself 
strongly repudiates it on the basis that “[Alexander’s] body, although it lay without special 
care in places that were moist and stifling [for many days], showed no sign of such a 
destructive influence, but remained pure and fresh.”.76 
Plutarch’s work presupposed his reader’s affection for his work, but he is varied 
enough that his writing technique also suggests he was sophisticated enough to adapt them to 
70 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, p25.
71 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, 17.
72 Charlier, Philippe, Clarisse Prêtre, and Helene Perdicoyia. “Alcoholism in Antiquity: from
Repression to Therapy.” The Concept of Madness from Homer to Byzantium. Amsterdam: 
A.M. Hakkert, 2016: p140.
73 Gamble, and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, p21.
74 Ibid., 22.
75 Ibid., 22.
76 Ibid., 22.
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the individual’s life.77 Although a large portion of Plutarch’s work remains lost, he seems to 
intentionally omit “late historiography and literature on the Macedonian”.78 In Plutarch’s 
period the author was expected to alleviate any personal bias but propose and present 
judgments in such a way that the reader approved of the content and the author himself.79 
Plutarch ‘distinguishes clearly between the two types of history: the passing of time, he 
asserts, hinders historians of past events from attaining sure knowledge of what happened, 
whereas in contemporary history it is envy and enmity, favor-seeking and flattery that distort 
the picture and impair the truth.80
Curtius
Curtius was a Roman author that wrote ten books about Alexander in the first century 
CE. He often took details from Clitarchus but also relied heavily on rhetoric stories of his 
time.81 This is particularly difficult to track as he admits the fluctuating nature of his own 
source material. Curtius is also unique in that he seems to be only source that unequivocally 
attests that Alexander had a weakness for excess drinking. This is perhaps because the goal of 
Curtius was to demonstrate the ways in which power can corrupt.82 
He comments on the incompatibility of Alexander and leadership, focusing on what 
only made him king and not a true conqueror. What better way to mitigate the legacy of a king
than to excuse his success through immoral antics? Curtius does this by attributing to 
Alexander an “inexcusable fondness for drink”.83 Even though there is a visible bias in his 
accounts these claims did have merit. The suggestion Alexander heavily consumed alcohol 
should not be taken just as his literary creation.  Even Arrian, who fondly recounts 
Alexander’s life also notes his him as a “slave of two vices, anger and drunkenness”.84 
Of Alexander’s death Curtius’ version differs from the others. He tells of how 
Alexander sat upright in bed and his army came to pay respects. After they each had a turn he 
gave in to his weakness and sunk into his bed. He asked Perdiccas to find a king deserving of 
such great soldiers and handed him his ring. Interestingly Curtius records Alexander as having
requested his divine honour be done only after his friends were happy. Curtius thinks the 
77 Philip. “The Proems of Plutarch's Lives.”, p290.
78 Nawotka, and Rollinger, “In Search of the Many Images”, p124.
79 Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias”, p22.
80 Ibid., 17.
81 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, 18.
82 Alexandra F. Morris. “Alexander the Great: Head to Head with CTE (Chronic Traumatic 
Encephalopathy).” Athens Journal of History 3, no. 3 (July 2017): p228.
83 Gamble, and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, p26.
84 Ibid., 26.
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cupbearer Iolas was to blame, and he intentionally poisoned the king on behalf of his father 
Antipater.85 Curtius also tells of the body’s lack of purification. Alexander’s companions had 
been distracted by the breakdown of the monarchy and had not given his corpse attention. 
When they finally agreed to provide the proper disposal there were no signs of decay. Both 
the Egyptians and Chaldeans were wary of beginning the embalming process as they feared 
him truly a god.86
Arrian
Arrian was a historian born in Asia Minor. He had an impressive military and political 
career in Rome. He became governor of Cappadocia but spent his final years writing in 
Athens. He was distinguished during his period both as a historian and a close friend of the 
emperor Hadrian Arrian chiefly wrote using Ptolemy’s record and supplemented by 
Aristobulus.87 He suggests both accounts are more viable because they were contemporary to 
Alexander and therefore (theoretically) have a lower degree of bias. They maintained an 
adequate distance from the events and would not have gained anything from showing him in 
an exorbitantly favourable light.88 Arrian also summarizes the important sections of the 
Ephemerides and is the source that provides the most detail about Alexander’s life. Although, 
Arrian is predominantly focused on the military exploits and successes of Alexander and not 
his personal dogmas. This makes him ideal for extracting basic facts, but Arrian is 
troublesome when trying to identify and formulate Alexander’s personality and habits. Arrian 
was a methodical writer. He introduced Alexander as a noble figure with aspirations that were 
unmatched and through the stories he added to the character and developed Alexander III’s 
facets.89 He wanted to be sure the audience had a true grasp on the foundational Alexander 
before introducing them to the more grandiose stories.
A modern historian’s ability to accurately combine accounts also heavily “rests on the 
quality of the evidence, as determined by source criticism, the laws of general probability, and
tested historical method.”90 Arrian’s work allows for decent exploratory work into the 
evidence of Alexander’s habits but his method is suspect because it has already passed 
85 Ibid., 22.
86 Michael G Marmot and M. Bobak. “Alcohol and Coronary Heart Disease.” International 
Journal of Epidemiology 30, no. 4 (August 30, 2001): p5.
87 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, p18.
88 Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias”, p25.
89 McInerney, Jeremy. “Arrian and the Greek Alexander Romance.” Classical World 100, 
no. 4 (2007): p427.
90 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, p23.
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through many other sources. Arrian’s narrative of Alexander’s death seems to be primarily 
sourced through Ptolemy and Aristobulus’ accounts from the Ephemerides.”91 Arrian also says
Aristobulus suggested Alexander attended many drinking parties to enjoy the companionship 
of his friends and not the wine but “certain eyewitness accounts of Alexander’s reign were 
gossipy and sensationalist”.92 This suggests Arrian is aware that his information is not pure 
and has already been tainted with opinions from the moment Alexander died onwards. Arrian 
is commonly regarded as the most reliable author as his frequent mention of his sources while
limiting his direct personal commentary. Although, Arrian seems to be less critical of Ptolemy
than his other sources. He does not relay the benefits they may have received while Alexander
III was living.93 These intentions perhaps escaped Arrian, but Ptolemy was a biased source 
making propaganda to appease his audiences and embellish Alexander’s story. 
Justin
Justin is a second century CE writer that relays events in a similar fashion to 
Diodorus.94 He retells Alexander’s death similarly but omits the boat tour of the swamps.95 
Justin does focus on when Alexander arrived in Babylon and how he immediately began the 
revelry of indulging in food, drink, and entertainment. Justin corroborated the other authors 
by including Medius’ invite to Alexander to continue drinking late into the night.96 Alexander 
then had to be escorted back to his own bed after he developed an intense pain. Over the next 
few days Justin says Alexander was in such extreme pain he wished for a sword to put an end 
to it.97 This is somewhat out of character for the king as Alexander was well known to be a 
resilient man. If true, perhaps this inclusion highlights the severity of his condition. Justin also
notes that Alexander’s pain developed so that no part of his body was left unaffected, any part 
that was touched would cause him agony. 98 Like Diodorus also recorded; On the sixth day he 
was mute but removed his ring and handed it to his general Perdiccas. Alexander understood 
he was dying so gave his companions a chance to say goodbye, gave burial instructions, and 
left everything, famously, ‘to the strongest’.99 Justin almost fully believes this was the case of 
poisoning and how writing makes it seem like a chore he has to tell the other theories. 
91 Gamble, and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, p21.
92 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, p18.
93 Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias”, p26.
94 Justinus. Epitome of the Philippic History. 12.13.15.
95 Gamble, and Bloedow. “A Medical-Historical Examination”, p22.
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Diodorus and Justin agree on a sharp pain at Medius’ residence while Plutarch and Arrian 
explain a fever the following day (Fig.1).100
Figure 1: Alexander the Great and his physician Philip, by Domenico Induno, 1839.
Aelian
Aelian wrote from approximately 200 CE and his sources from the Ephemerides and 
conveys Alexander’s frequent attendance at banquets where he would readily indulge but he 
also did express doubt at the reliability of his source and suggests the bias towards Alexanders
drunkenness was a rumor.101 He does relay sentiments of Alexander modeling himself on the 
Homeric heroes, so he would have strived for an appropriate death. Their paths ended with 
victory or a magnificent death related to battle. He got neither of those at his end.
Athenaeus
Athenaeus of the second or third century records both Ephippus and Nicobula who 
were supposed contemporaries of Alexander. 102 He also mentions two of Alexander’s 
contemporaries, Ephippus and Nicobula, likely had personal grudges against Alexander so 
their stories of overabundant debauchery are exaggerated tales. Athenaeus continues to base 
his opinions on the Chares, Ephemerides, Aristobulus, and admits Alexander was a heavy 
drinker. He also uses Carystius’ works the end of the second century and Duris’ from 371-
218BCE to tell of Alexander’s drunk procession on a chariot trying to honour the god 
100 Ibid., p26.
101 Lippias, Lascaratos, Fafouti, and Christodoulou. “Alexander the Great’s Relationship”, 
p564.
102 Ibid., p563.
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Mithras.103 His account of Alexander’s death says only that Alexander collapsed into 
unconsciousness and died from alcohol related issues. 
The Traditions
Romance
The Roman sources wrote neatly 400 years after Alexander’s death. Meaning, to arrive
at a relatively plausible conclusion for the cause of his death the writers’ “aspirations, their 
treatment of fashionable motifs and current issues, and the limits of their originality” must be 
examined.104 The Romance of Alexander is from approximately 250 CE, and it changed the 
worlds’ perception of Alexander. It is derived from the work of Pseudo-Callisthenes. Though 
now it is mostly thought to be a work of fiction, it still contributes to general knowledge about
Alexander. In this tale, as mentioned above, Alexander’s cupbearer Iolas poisoned him on the 
orders of Kassander and Antipater. It corroborates the other sources in that he felt a great pain 
after quickly drinking a cup of wine. The romance also says Alexander motioned for the wine 
to be distributed to all of his friends. This suggests, at least in this version and at this time he 
had no suspicion of poisoning. The romance continues that he was wreathing from the pain, 
but he and his friends continued to drink, thinking it only hunger pains. The ensuing illness 
lasted nearly eleven days.105
Royal
The ‘Official’ tradition follows the Royal Journals, or Ephemerides, written by 
Eumenes. They do not exist in full but are summarized at length by Arrian and Plutarch and 
again through them by later authors.106 The Ephemerides are thought to be a literary creation 
by some, but other scholars believe they are genuine accounts of the daily activities. It is 
unknown if they focused on the menial parts of Alexander’s everyday or solely the days of 
importance. After the rumors about the poisoning subsided Eumenes may have been 
encouraged to dispel them by writing his own account. If true, he was largely successful in 
creating a new narrative. This tradition of daily records offers a glimpse into the illness of 
Alexander over twelve days, which is said to have been caused primarily by a fever.107 
103 Ibid., p564.
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Vulgate
The Vulgate tradition stems from Clearchus and is followed loosely by Curtius, 
Diodorus, Justin and Plutarch. It focuses on the pain Alexander felt during Medius’ party, the 
progression of the symptoms, the lengthy illness, last words, final wishes, and death. Also 
noted is the body’s condition, and the rumors of assassination.108 The sources later taking 
Eumenes’ record and using Alexander’s consumption of alcohol as an alternative cause of 
death was a logical imposition as at the time it would have been believable, but also 
sensational enough to overtake the existing rumors of poisoning. This account rationalizes 
Plutarch and Arrian’s exclusions of a poisoning scenario.
Feasibly the information that is omitted from the sources is equally as consequential as
the recorded ailments. Furthermore, the biases are exacerbated by the “incompleteness of our 
written sources, documentary and literary; moralizing; quantification and correlation of extant
material evidence”.109 Remaining the figurehead of the Macedonian army was important to 
Alexander until the minute he died. He was accustomed to tailoring his own appearance and 
with death it was likely no different. With Alexander’s case the likelihood is high these gaps 
are a combination of lost sources, intentional omission, and perhaps Alexander’s own 
inability/desire to not express his symptoms to others.110 
Observing the physical symptoms of a condition without being present to gauge the 
severity will often produces an inaccurate diagnosis. Consequently, attempting to ascribe 
modern medical symptoms to those of a notable historical personality is far more complex. 
Diodorus’ record says the illness lasted for eleven days, Plutarch takes nearly two weeks, but 
and Arrian rejects poisoning. However, the common source -the Ephemerides- suggests 
Alexander’s condition deteriorated over many days, and that characteristic of many possible 
causes of death.111 Using these contemporary and later sources creates a small window into 
which modern historians can reach to pull out relevant descriptors to fit a narrative. This also 
means both historians and physicians exploring such cases are primarily making suggestions 
based on the existing pillars of their specialized experience and knowledge.112 
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As expected, the direct bias exhibited by the sources is partly obscured by the 
inability to amass multiple examples of writing from a single author. The majority of the 
sources larger bodies of work do not physically remain, and therefore do not completely allow
for statements of certainty. Furthermore, as with Alexander’s contemporary sources very little 
is known about them. This presents a unique problem as they can only be surmised and 
extracted through other historians writing much later. The authors combine their current 
cultural values, personal moral judgments, and the original source information to create an 
inseverable mixture of bias and historical fact. When the later authors compiled their works 
the contemporaries of Alexander were already deemed too close to the stories to give entirely 
accurate information.113 The later authors all expressed favour for the historians that did not 
participate directly in the campaigns.
113 Luce. "Ancient Views on the Causes of Bias”, p25.
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Part III: Visible Patterns; Understanding how 
information may have transferred and been 
exacerbated 
As the study progresses, it appears Alexander’s pastime of enjoying drinking parties 
may have inadvertently seeped into modern scholars’ opinions. Therefore, when speaking of 
source bias, it is not only character traits that are modified to fit a certain structure. For 
example “sources are three times more likely to record [monetary] expenditures than 
assets”.114 This can be a relatively solid reference point when gauging the intents of the 
sources as it records the financial capabilities of Alexander’s army and creates a timeline of 
his success. Though, not having the information for what is being acquired can also make it 
difficult to properly judge his spending ratio. How much was he truly investing in the 
banquets or the overindulgent pleasures the sources accuse him of? It was a big enough part 
of the Macedonian life to warrant twenty-eight “vessels used to hold wine” in Tomb II at 
Vergina.115 These and others attest to Alexander’s attentive nature to the needs of his men is 
well documented. He supplies his closet companions with luxuries when they perform well 
and asks only of his army what he would also do. The sources often record such gifts and 
banquets, 
To understand Alexander’s drive to have the record show his generosity and why his 
reputation was so important to him, one must look to his father’s legacy.116 Philip II became 
an impressive and long-lasting figurehead for the Macedonians. He was incredibly talented 
and took on various other powerful roles. Many of these positions were newly introduced 
when he took control. For example, Philip II became a judge for especially significant crimes,
while continuing career as a successful military commander and soldier. Traditionally in 
Macedonia this is where his role was most prominent as the power exerted by the king was 
regulated by the army. They were controlled by the figurehead but also were loyal to their 
garrison specific chiefs and commanders.  An army could easily overthrow the monarchy if 
displeased with their treatment or his. Perhaps by luck, or skill Philip II was able to assure the 
military of his commitment to their success and glory. This equal commitment from both sides
meant his reform of the battle structure made them talented fighters, capable of gaining their 
own individual honour with that of their entire army. Alexander mimicked his father in this 
way, and his “army was designed to kill, and it did so more proficiently than its rivals, but it 
114 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, p16.
115 John M. O'Brien, Alexander The Great; The Invisible Enemy. New York, NY: Rutlidge, 
1993. p231.
116 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, p18.
-29-
did not do this cheaply”.117 It required great sums of money, incredibly detailed organization, 
physical space and abundant resources. It also required Alexander to continue what his father 
had started; the army must fully trust the king was committed to their success as much as his 
own. Amid all the hardships of Alexander’s Persian conquest the soldiers were devout in their 
bravery for “toil and risk are the price of glory, but it is a lovely thing to live with courage and
die leaving an everlasting fame”.118
What separates both Philip II and Alexander from other monarchies is their faithful 
participation in cult and religion. During Philip II’s kingship he became a high priest and 
often directly participated in religious ceremony both in public and private settings. This 
meant he shared something in common with the people he ruled over. Thus, his influence 
spread rapidly, and he had the ambition to match. His acceptance was partly because the 
Macedonian monarchy functioned uniquely as their system recognized the state and their 
individual cities simultaneously. They were put into smaller groups for administrative ease but
remained a part of the Macedonian cultural identity, sharing the religious customs. This meant
even though they relied on the guidance of an appointed official other than the king, they were
participating in a single system with a centralized political goal. There was little risk of them 
separating into city-states since there was a perceived obligation to the deeper lineage of the 
religion and culture. 
It was easy to be a part of Macedonia in times of success, like under Philip II and 
Alexander. These periods distinguished the Macedonians from other rival groups. Their 
cohesion under a royal family provided access to additional resources more tribe or city based
political spheres lacked. Using the monarchy to ensure participation from every corner of the 
kingdom created a cohesive identity, used to push onto other groups, and potentially adopt 
them into a visibly more successful cultural system. Alexander continually had to present 
himself as both a legitimate leader capable of leading a successful campaign with a common 
goal for all participants, and as an idealized heroic form that deserved respect and recognition.
Once Alexander’s nationalist exploits were well established the focus remained on his 
heroic exploits and personality. This ideology is centered on a curated image. Particularly the 
image of Alexander was “biased in favour of the extreme”.119 Whether that be through his 
military actions or his drinking. He wanted to curate his own image, but part of that was also 
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opening himself to further criticisms. Frank L. Holt puts it perfectly saying Alexander appears
as “…Iron-Man, the cocky but caring son of a wealthy war profiteer who dedicates himself to 
building up a military that betters all of mankind.”.120 In this sense Alexander endeavored to 
appear ‘greater’ than anyone who had come before him, and to successfully promote that 
while he lived every story had to be grandiose. Simultaneously he remained genuine in his 
pledge to his people and guided their mutual success as Alexander “had been leading […] sol 
that none of his soldiers ever think that he have it easier than they”.121 
To sustain this image Alexander required an exaggerated literary persona because his 
father had also created one. The sources record him mimicking a few key traits of his father. 
Philip II’s military success was only a portion of his overall influence.122 His decision-making 
skills and seemingly natural ability to provoke military success made it easy for soldiers and 
aristocrats alike to support military action against those who could not be talked-into or 
bribed-into submission. Although, his methods were not accepted by all. Many began to 
question why a king, even one with obvious talent, could rise so quickly and if that route was 
right for the Macedonians. He praised the warriors in his own culture, but also was actively 
pursuing other avenues to grow his kingdom. He praised times of peace and calm in the 
community and believed in strict forms of justice. The Macedonian culture had become 
accustomed to the idealization of warrior traits, and Philip exacerbated those ideals. Their 
traditionally Homeric ideals meant Philip II perpetuated a Macedonia with specific laws that 
allowed for or promoted a culture of violence. It created a special political nature, one based 
on competency and assertions made by the public. It was not only a monarchy based on 
blood, but on direct action and competition. The most successful would lead the life of a ruler,
and those who failed would be cast away, regardless of blood. This meant the sources 
portrayal of both Philip II and Alexander was extremely crucial to their development as 
appropriate monarchs for the Macedonians. 
After Philip II’s assassination, and once the necessary funeral arrangements had been 
completed Alexander began his plans to outdo his father. Luckily, Alexander “inherited 
resources deemed by his father sufficient for the start of his war”.123 He accomplished an 
incredible task in convincing the army that he was Philip II’s equal, it was no small feat. He 
quickly moved towards great military conquest to gain recognition and solidify his place. As 
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per the common custom “on the eve of his march [he] host[ed] lavish celebrations and 
sacrifices”.124 This task was twofold, both in solidifying his place next to his father and 
demonstrating that Alexander was devout. Additionally, the double duty of a banquet serving 
its religious function for an honour to the gods and a social outlet for the people was 
particularly necessary before war. Since before the time of Philip II and Alexander the 
Macedonians “had a proud tradition of heavy alcohol consumption”.125 This is to say 
Macedonian kings held frequent banquets, and Alexander enjoyed the social company they 
provided. He would have grown up observing and attending his Macedonian feasts 
throughout his boyhood. Apparently, each of Alexanders companions also “learned to 
consume about 160drachmas worth of food and drink at a sitting”.126 This is particularity 
remarkable because in Macedonia they did not dilute the wine with water, so continued that 
habit while traveling on the conquest. Inebriation undoubtably increased bravery and when 
coupled with the highs of military success would have instilled new life in Alexander’s men. 
It may have seemed intense for spectators but particularly in Babylon, where the water was 
not fresh, wine was the best choice to cure thirst. Especially when Persian luxuries were 
considered large scale that meant “feasts of this sort […] included huge quantities of wine 
[…] seventeen drink tenders and seventy wine workers”127 Aristobulus speaks of the intense 
heat causing constant dehydration, which lead Alexander to consume great volumes of wine. 
Perhaps this is where the relationship of Alexander’s death and alcohol began since after 
drinking and dinging in such a fashion “to celebrate the launch of their new base, he caught a 
fever”.128
These banquets may have been interpreted by the later sources as Alexander’s frequent
and perhaps overbearing consumption of alcohol. This lead later historians to assess the 
claims of alcohol dependency and/or its contribution to his death. Author and scholar 
Nicholas G.L. Hammond believes there was some miscommunication between the sources as 
Alexander “organize[d] a banquet for the army the evening of May 29th” but it was not the 
drinking that made him ill.129 What is commonly retold as Alexander having drank at Medius’ 
house, then developing a fever and eventually dying may have been the opposite chain of 
events. Hammond suggested Aristobulus originally spoke of Alexander having a fever and 
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becoming sick, whereby he had unquenchable thirst and proceeded to drink an excessive 
volume of wine, thereby adding to a pre-existing illness and causing his death. Remarkably 
mirroring the death of Hephaestion. He also posits that the defamers of Alexander used this 
last -well documented- act as the initiating moment for his illness in order to present 
Alexander as a drunk who succumbed to his own warranted fate.130 Such negative propaganda
transcends both time and location. It has been used relentlessly to promote both favorable and 
unfavorable images of rulers. Since the only records that exist recounting Alexander’s death 
and drinking habits were written long after his demise, the probability they are constructions 
for certain populations is quite high. Not even a full year after his death rumours of his 
assassination were spreading quickly.131 The assassination plot appears as a clear case 
proposed to benefit certain successors amid the chaos after Alexander’s death.
This possible fabrication is understandable when thinking of how the Macedonians 
left at home could have thought. Alexanders conquest of India and Persia meant an entirely 
new cultural system was created and the “sudden redistribution of […] wealth changed the 
world forever”.132 An incredibly powerful empire changed hands relatively quickly. This 
influenced not only the people but the entire monetary system at the time. This meant 
Alexander could treat his companions well, and he was often noted for his generosity to those 
close to him. As mentioned above he was sure to record these instances and broadcast them if 
the situation necessitated it. Additionally it seems there were no moral qualms about the 
Persian conquest as “Socrates taught Plato that war- especially against non-Greeks –was a 
legitimate means of acquiring wealth and […] it was passed from Aristotle to Alexander”.133 
He could demonstrate a Panhellenic mission while also fulfilling his own desire of amassing a
vast and unimaginable empire. Perhaps with a few more years he could have further solidified
the relationships with the existing populations. Especially if the dominant society continues, it
is unlikely the lower class who were predominantly affected, would have any say in their 
enrichment or opinions of change. It is easy to say Alexanders success “enriched even his 
enemies”.134 Alexander did considerably change the lives of the common people and improve 
some of the social and governmental functions for the lower classes. The projects he began 
and policies he implemented lasted long after he died, and the empire was dissolved. 
However, like all histories they are often recorded by those who won and therefore contain an 
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incredible bias. During warfare, at least comparatively, Alexander did fight “more humanely 
than others”.135
As Alexander’s conquests became more successful his reputation also grew into 
something glorified. The stories of heroic figures are ideal for establishing a communal 
identity because a figurehead satiates the human need to belong within a group. A hero is 
mythologized in such a way the communities can relate on their similarities of differences 
with him. This is present in many of the sources when speaking about Alexander, particularly 
in the display of his moral character and relationship with unchecked power. This “obsession 
with conspicuous accomplishment and his preoccupation with reassurances of his uniqueness 
spoke of fundamental insecurities”.136 Normally identity as a single person is created and 
modified by others, through interaction and social acclimatization or rejection. As in 
Alexanders case it is not only his own identity he is shaping, but that of the Macedonians. 
Meaning, group identity is interwoven with power.137 This notion helps to deconstruct ideas of
historical figures and their personalities as their persona is built entirely on their relationship 
with others. Particularly with Alexander his identity if framed within the expectations and 
intentions of later authors. They extend themselves into the narratives, but this process can 
also highlight other distinct groups.138 Intentional omission, personal interpretation, source 
access, cultural standards, and funding can all contribute greatly to the historical record, and 
as such there exists no thoroughly true history. With further examination, there seems to be 
little truth in history regardless of the specific subject. Contemporary culture widely 
understands that history as a whole is filtered through a set of values, and therefore 
unmediated facts or experience cannot be accurately recorded.139 Beyond a basic outline of 
events anything considered a contribution to identity of a person or undoubtably is a creation 
molded by personal and collective experience.
The farther Alexander got into his conquest the more incredible tales were being told. 
Stories about Alexander the great were condensed into maps of the community’s mind, and 
when framed on a background of mythology they provide significance for a community.140 A 
figure such as Alexander gives a community someone to cement their history to, allowing 
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them to outwardly define themselves.141 A narrative must be simple enough it can be passed 
through the audience to widen its spread but for Alexander “striking a balance between 
extremes seems to have been antithetical to his nature”.142 These stories must also be 
memorable in such a way that it can bypass constraints of time and integrate more fully. 
Additionally, such a prominent figure can consolidate a wide and complex history into 
something digestible, the audience can pick and choose which account is of greatest weight.143
This means Alexander’s history appears to an average consumer as a linear progression, and 
not a hectic chain of events spanned over an incredible geographic area and time period.
During the lifetime of Alexander and all those that came after him religious morality 
decided the view of the people. What determines the perception is the perspective. 
Alexander’s exploits were only viewed favorably by people that shared the same values. For 
example, after the visit of the Amazonian queen Thallestris, Diodorus began to speak of 
Alexander’s moral failings, particularly his indulgence in Persian luxuries. Both Justin and 
Curtius accentuated his moral decline after Thallestris’ visit.144 Strabo suggests it was a 
figment meant to flatter Alexander, Plutarch sums it as a mistake in the sources, and Arrian 
says the Amazons had already left Asia by the time Alexander arrived.145 This entire story 
seems to more deeply integrate Alexander’s life with that of Herakles. It is a legend used to 
ideologically represent the joining of two of the strongest powers and their becoming one. 
Though if the consumption of alcohol to excess was acceptable in Macedonia, there is nothing
to suggest the people with view it negatively. Furthermore, the majority of the ancient sources
depict Alexander as truly and committedly religious.146 This would have mattered a great deal 
as it theoretically directly influenced the prosperity of Macedonia.
Nearly the entirety of Alexander’s historical identity revolves around his links with 
mythological ancestry and their stories. Some stories, such as the Gordian knot, are well 
known tales created to establish his persona.147 Each of the sources writes with their unique 
lens, critiquing when their moral code requires it and exemplifying the qualities their code 
values. For example, after the battle at Gaza in 332 BCE Alexander attached the opposing 
army’s commander to his chariot to be dragged by his ankles, alive. The severity of this action
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in the minds of the sources seems to decide whether or not it is included in their visons of 
Alexander. To Curtius this is presented as a dramatic case of Alexander’s adoption of foreign 
cultural values, and perhaps acts as a cautionary tale.148 Interestingly this action within the 
frame of Macedonian culture, particularly during this period, it seems the action would have 
been mimicking the ancient hero Achilles and therefore the brutality would be justified.149 
This take is important because its inclusion or omission by the sources can help make clear 
their intents. Justin is particularly critical of Alexander but entirely omits Gaza.150 Presumably 
if he wanted Alexander to be viewed in a negative light this particular case would have been 
spun into a comment on his poor character. His habits undoubtably increased his risk of injury
and that must have been justified by his personal need to experience what the Homeric heroes 
did.151 This does not mean it was only done as a show, but in all likelihood preformed as a 
genuine attempt to integrate into the story of these heroes. This story could be fiction, but if 
authentic it does not only highlight the deliberate mimicking of heroic ideals but also acting 
with the intent to be remembered.152
Alexander must be considered as part of a long history of heroic personifications. 
Communities used Alexander to define their space within a constantly changing world. His 
traits as a founder and explorer made him particularly relevant for helping people overcome 
obstacles associated with new situations. His leadership allows communities to create a 
history through which they can project current issues, and thereby promote the legitimacy of 
their power or criticize the power structure of others.153 Alexander also conquered many 
groups, meaning he integrated into the stories of many different populations; each 
experiencing him differently. He also introduced new customs to a part of the world while 
adopting new ones for his society. This led many populations to create their own stories about 
the destruction or benefits that followed him, all of which would have funneled into the 
sources that remain today. This pattern decisively mimics other heroes and their stories often 
share similarities.154 
As a contribution to his heroic tale Alexander was well known for combat behavior 
that appeared gallant. This practice, although incredibly effective as a military technique, 
meant several injuries followed nearly all of these shows of valour. Philip of Acarnania often 
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treated Alexander, as shown after he developed a sickness following a jaunt in the Cindus 
River.155 He seemingly does not reference any divine help for his medicine but the physicians 
of Alexander’s army were well versed in a variety of medicinal treatments, largely due to the 
range of injuries and ailments present during periods of war and the proximity of incredible 
numbers of people. These illnesses ranged from viral epidemics to battle wounds, and from 
shortages in supplies to the results of a celebrations. Additionally, the ongoing adjustments to 
new lands meant adaptation. Along with the appearance of new ailments, the remedies would 
morph from the known cures to work with available ingredients, climates, and to figure out 
the new issues.156 Diodorus recounts the prevalence of venomous snakes in India, and details 
how uninformed the physicians were when dealing with a previously unrecognized threat. 
Disease and injury were common, but no Greek physicians discovered a remedy for the 
snakebite. However, the Indians themselves could cure those who were struck.157 This is 
particularity relevant because it presents a need for the integration of the expertise of foreign 
physicians, or their knowledge, into the Macedonian forces and the resulting influx of 
information perpetuated the success of the army.158
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Part IV: Deadly Dipsomania: how greatly alcohol 
contributed to the death of Alexander, and the 
impression it left 
As expounded above, ancient historians venture to design a persona for Alexander that
they wish upon their audience. Using the over-consumption of alcohol as a detrimental 
personality trait was targeted towards audiences with specific value sets. The aforementioned 
accusations of debauchery affected him during his lifetime and long afterwards. That is why it
is a troublesome task to diagnose Alexander’s dependency as the evidence available is 
gathered only through distant authorship. Even to place a modern notion of alcoholism upon 
Alexander’s character seems unjust. The social climate differed greatly between Alexander’s 
Macedonia, his Persian occupation, and to the societal norms of the men who record his 
exploits. Even without mention of Alexander, the sources’ moral relationship with alcohol and
indulgence is evidently deeply interwoven into their accounts of the Macedonian king. 
Understanding the irregularities in each author’s period may exhibit a clearer case for their 
stance on Alexander’s consumption. 
The Death
In his final days Alexander sailed up to the Pollacopas to divert the Spate spring into 
the marsh near the Euphrates. He took the founded a city past Babylon near Shinafie, then 
sailed back through the marshes (Fig.2); his ship got separated so the king and his men were 
forced to camp for several nights along the banks.159 A long day of events and banqueting 
dragged into the evening where Alexander and some high-ranking officials retired to Medius’ 
home. Each of the previously mentioned secondary sources agrees about at least the existence 
of these rumours, and agree he experienced the initial sensations at Medius’ residence.160 
When they had their fill of food and drink each agreed to meet the following evening. The 
drinking through the night and sleeping away the days seems much more comprehensible 
when the climate of the region is a factor. The temperatures would have been incredible, and 
the most intelligent course of action would be to modify daily schedules to fit with the 
region’s weather.161 Alexander returned to his own residence, bathed, and slept through the 
day; returning to Medius’ home in the evening.162 Alexander then returned to his home again 
feeling unwell, but he bathed and ate, and went to sleep with a low fever. On the next morning
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he was so ill in order to complete his daily sacrifices he had to be carried.163 Over the next 
week he spent the morning barely being able to perform sacrifices, the days were lived on a 
couch giving generals their next instructions, but during each night he grew weaker. 
Figure 2: Andrew Michael Chugg, Alexander's Last Journey. September 23rd, 2017. “Disease and the
Death of Alexander the Great.” In International Symposium on Disease and the Ancient World: p4.
The commonalities of Alexanders death are: During an evening symposium Alexander
complained of a severe, sudden, stabbing pain in his lower abdomen. He was escorted to his 
room, where he developed an exceptionally high fever. Alexander’s condition was weakened 
by his need to quench his thirst with wine, so it at the very least contributed to his fatality.164 
His condition quickly worsened over the next week. He was unable to sleep, had unstable 
thirst but no appetite so resultingly was incredibly weak. Convulsions, nausea, and the 
continued pain all contributed to his oncoming paralysis. He could move his eyes, fingers and 
head with extreme difficulty.165 After approximately 12 days he completely lost the ability to 
communicate and appeared to be in a comatose state. He also exhibited a similar pattern of 
illness several years prior but recovered.”166
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What remains surprising to modern scholars is that “[he] never mentored or developed
anyone as a successor”.167 This is peculiar because we know he was concerned with legacy, 
the Macedonians, and he also got injured frequently enough to reminded of his own mortality.
His own visions of grandeur may have hindered his forethought. Another reason for the lack 
of evidence about Alexander’s specific cause of death is to shroud the event in mystery and 
contribute to his glorification and the grandness of the campaign over his personal life.168 
Alcohol as Cause of Death (COD)
Since there has been no definitive answer in what killed Alexander, many suggestions 
have been made. Of those, his affinity for alcohol has been suggested as a possible cause of 
death. This, although seemingly farfetched is plausible and requires further investigation. 
Even if not from a single case of overconsumption, alcohol can induce various conditions. 
Further, Alexander was described as fair with a purple tone on his chest and face, with a 
naturally high temperature that made him a spirited drinker. Based on these representations he
may have a condition characterized by skin flushing when alcohol is ingested that is a reaction
to acetaldehyde and histamines by a preexisting genetic form. 
There is no doubt, whichever condition killed Alexander, his repeated consumption of 
alcohol caused internal damage. The habit and possible heavy ingestion directly prior to his 
first bout of illness contributed to an existing condition. Abdominal discomfort as described 
by Alexander may have been caused by a perforated duodenal or gastric ulcer and these often 
cause peritonitis.169 Prolonged heavy consumption of alcohol can cause aggregation of 
digestive enzymes on the pancreas which causes it to decay, thereby instigating organ failure 
and sepsis.170 A common symptom of pancreatitis is severe abdominal pain accompanied by a 
high fever and skin discolouration. These are also products of a bacterial infection, which also
may contribute to an increased heart rate, irregular breath.171 If the infection was aggressive 
and progressed to complete organ sepsis the remaining symptoms Alexander exhibited could 
also be accounted for. Confusion, numbness, and coma are all directly associated with late 
stage internal sepsis. Additionally, pancreatitis does not traditionally cause sudden pain but is 
prolonged, but stomach ulcers can have identical symptoms and are often a common by-
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product of repeated heavy consumption of alcohol. They would also explain both the short 
and long prolonged abdominal pain as well as sensitivity to touch.172 This theory also 
effectively combines the narratives of both Diodorus and Justin, with those of Plutarch and 
Arrian. 
Alexander’s alcohol consumption did not hinder him from completing necessary 
duties, socially or politically, and did not influence his military decisions. Alexander also 
often participated in other activities requiring his condition to be at the very least logical and 
lucid. He capably handled his obligations and showed no signs of repeated and addictive 
alcohol abuse.173 It is doubtful Alexander died from solely from alcohol poisoning. The 
process takes only a few hours, not nearly two weeks. Vomiting and nausea are common as 
the subject’s blood-alcohol level increases, followed by a gradual loss of cognitive capabilities
including mood sings and loss of consciousness. Alexander exhibited these symptoms, but not
consecutively or within a short period. At this point it seems clear the root cause of 
Alexander’s change in public perception was indeed authorship. His efforts to tailor his image
are well documented, and he seems to have effectively circumvented letting his consumption 
of alcohol too greatly affect his legacy (at least in antiquity).
Macedonians and Alcoholism
To understand how alcohol influenced the death of Alexander and how that left an 
impression on the later sources how his contemporaries viewed alcoholic tendencies is 
important. Modern institutions define alcoholism as repeated consumption by which the 
subject fails to complete obligations, exhibits social problems, and indulges to a point causing
physical damage; all over at least a period of one year.174 This pattern often results in 
dependency, in which case the subject will exhibit increased tolerance to large quantities, 
withdrawal symptoms, and addictive practices.175 Additionally, the categorization of what 
constitutes ‘normal’ drinking patters would be far different for Macedonian soldiers, 
Alexander and his close companions, and the Macedonians left in their homelands. Drinking 
three standard drinks per day is deemed heavy consumption for modern medical 
professionals.176 
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In Macedonia a preexisting lenient consumption culture could have only been 
energized by the stress of war, heat of a new climate, and toxicity of the foreign water. 
Athenaeus cites Ephippus, saying the Macedonians were collectively prone to overindulgence
of drink and would often fall into unconsciousness before all the meal had been consumed.177 
When Persian opulence influenced the common tradition, the frequency and consummation 
rose. That being said, the Macedonian banquets were already a boisterous ode to Homeric era 
celebrations and followed strict rules for social etiquette.178 They also consumed unmixed 
wine. This may have been at least partly due to the quality of Macedonian wine comparatively
to southern Greek wine. The taste may not have required dilution but was higher in alcohol 
than southern Greek varieties.179 
Ephippus also recorded Alexander having consumed one and a half gallons of wine 
the evening he became ill.180 Stomach capacity is normally two litres, and a fourth can be 
emptied every half-hour but consuming additional liquid is possible with stretching of the 
stomach, and the abdomen will compensate for increased pressure.181 Consuming alcohol at 
the symposia Alexander participated in was done over a lengthy time period meaning it not be
unusual for the stomach to endure the maximum for a prolonged period. Modern studies of 
American College students show a young male stomach can withstand more than a gallon of 
beer when consumed quickly.182 That’s roughly eighteen servings, but only fourteen servings 
caused the death of the winner of Alexander’s drinking competition. Though, in this case we 
cannot eliminate a secondary cause. If we presume modern heavy drinkers have similar 
tolerances to those of Alexander’s time we must also consider that the premature mortality 
rates in males increases with daily consumption, so these high doses have both chronic and 
acute affects.183 Exactly the kind of prolonged exposure to high volumes of alcohol the 
Macedonian court required are similar patterns to those directly associated with 
“hypertension, coronary and peripheral atherosclerosis, changes in lipid profile and an 
increased risk of all forms of stroke.”.184
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Furthermore, it is not only that drinking reduces fear and made the men act boisterous 
and brave. The stress put on their cardiovascular systems from drinking would not have been 
helped by constant war. Even without other health factors being considered “15% heavy 
drinking patients […] died after 10 years and 39.1% after 20 years.”.185 This is because the 
ingestion of chemicals such as tannin in red wine. Quite possibly wine in antiquity was far 
higher in tannin; approximately as much as 30 degrees higher alcohol ratio.186 In extreme 
cases it can cause toxic fatty acid ethyl esters that are detrimental to myocardia cells and now, 
in modern medicine, are used as markers for determining alcohol abuse.187 
Archaeologists and historians will likely never know what happened at banquets, or 
how frequent they really were. However, Macedonian banquets were also unquestionably tied 
to military life. They honoured past and upcoming victories and heroes, they preceded every 
campaign, were held often during campaigns, and large ones were held after great military 
success. They would often last well into the night and perhaps even the early morning.188 
Smaller versions were common for important social events like marriage, festivals, and even 
when Alexander healed from some serious injuries.189 Because of these events being tied so 
stringently to specific functions Macedonian alcohol consumption appears to be primarily a 
culture of binging rather than an ‘alcoholic’ style addictive-dependency. Many modern 
historians still attest to the frequent consumption habits of the Macedonian nobles as 
archaeological evidence from the tombs of Vergina included many vessels and other drinking 
paraphernalia.190 Even so, the constant practice never seemed to negatively influence the 
obligations, at least of the prominent people.
The repeated fulfillment of religious and social obligations was incredibly important 
for retaining power. Having a ruler remain in control of himself and the people was 
particularly important in Macedonia as it had just found relatively new stability prior to 
Alexander. Philip II was said to have been one of the most capable men when it came to 
heavy consumption. He often impressed foreign dignitaries with his abilities and gained 
respect through his talents. He is recorded to often have encouraged his already drunk 
companions to further indulge, by the historian Carystius.191 This revelry seemed to gain 
Philip II more esteem than his diplomatic efforts, but it did stain his legacy, at least partially. 
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Under Philip II the Macedonians became accustomed to the innerworkings of a king and his 
court. The noblemen of Macedonia were prepared from an early age to participate in the 
festivities. This new system instilled the Hellenic standards of order and reputation for 
noblemen, but the court still condoned and participated in the “revelry and noise and 
drunkenness” that had defined Macedonia for decades.192 Although, even Demosthenes’ 
famous speech that berates Philip II for this drunken behavior at such events it also supplies 
no record of his habit ever adversely influencing his ability to procure success as a king and 
military leader.193  
Nevertheless, it is well documented that prolonged or frequent exposure to heavy 
drinking in critical youth development years increase the odds of dependency as an adult.194 
Alexander’s observance of Philip II’s actions may have created a two-fold scenario. He both 
desired to emulate and surpass his father’s success but disdained to be too alike in personality.
He wished to overshadow, not to become. From early on his relationship with Philip II must 
have been tumultuous; he witnessed his mother Olympias’ exclusion in the royal household 
and was constantly living with the knowledge his performance decided his future.195 Although
Philip II already had multiple wives, his choice to marry Cleopatra and it put a strain on 
Alexander’s paternal relationship. The wedding was celebrated with a grand feast and party, 
there was revelry and no doubt Alexander participated but also observed Philip II’s 
debauchery. During the feast the general Attalus insulted Alexander by suggesting Cleopatra 
would soon provide Macedonia with a full-blooded heir; This sent Alexander into a rage in 
which he launched his wine vessel at Attalus. Philip II took this action at great offence and 
drew his weapon, lunging towards Alexander, but stumbling and falling in quite a thunderous 
display. This rage and drunken stupor exhibited by Philip II would have been incredibly 
embarrassing for himself, and Alexander. Not only to the guests, but to Alexander Philip II 
appeared weak and disorderly, traits extremely unbecoming of a king. While Alexander was 
being escorted away from the party, he remarked that his father could barely make it across a 
room but wished to go from Macedonia across Asia.196
Unfortunately, it was perhaps not only his father that indoctrinated him with alcohol. It
is well established the Macedonian elite had strong connections to Dionysus. His influence 
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can be seen in both the religious practices of both Alexander and his mother Olympias. One 
probable reason for the intense interest Olympias had in the Dionysian cult could have been 
due to prominent or successful members rising to heroic or divine stature after their passing.197
There is already evidence of Olympias’ devotion to her status, so her working to ensure her 
continued influence is logical. Her passion and devotion to the cults may be a reflection of her
passion and devotion to her dynasty. Alexander also exhibited many off these same qualities. 
Although this worship was common across Greece, the distinct and repetitive mention of 
Alexander’s commitment to Dionysian practices seems to corroborate his affinity for enjoying
banquets. 
Since both parents regularly exposed Alexander to alcohol and his society deemed 
overconsumption appropriate it must have influenced his habits. As such, alcoholism when 
observed by youth often influences future habits and the relationship with alcohol, and 
Alexander was no exception. In 2016 among those aged 15-49 alcohol was the main 
contributor to the deaths of 2.8million people worldwide.198 That is a considerable number, 
even by modern accounts. The Macedonians could have easily had high rates of their own 
alcohol related deaths. The banquets Alexander attended were often an outlet to help alleviate 
the incredible stresses the conquest brought upon him and his army. At these celebrations they
could relax and connect through their shared pain and glory. Additionally, since the 
Macedonian culture was held on pillars of heroic excellence the heavy consumption of 
unmixed wine likely instilled more respect in the soldiers, possibly equal to the prowess he 
displayed in battle.199 This Macedonian relationship with alcohol abuse was documented by 
the sources repeatedly, but the negative connotations amplify his personal reputation 
particularly if Alexander’s early conditioning precipitated his debauchery.
One such case is the story of Kleitos. While taking a break in Marakanda, Kleitos and 
Alexander were spending their days hunting and at symposia (Fig.3). During this period a 
feast of Dionysus took place, but Alexander chose to celebrate the Dioscuri; this appeared to 
offended Dionysus and Alexander, having a strong connection like his mother, felt the shame 
of neglecting the god.200 After some premonitions with poor results, Kleitos and Alexander 
and the companions were indulging and recounting the successes of the Macedonians. It was 
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suggested that Alexander had become so successful that he now was an equal to great heroes 
like Herakles. This upset Kleitos, and he had in the past already expressed displeasure at 
Alexander’s new ‘deified’ behavior. These emotions were intensified by the alcohol, and it 
perhaps also gave Kleitos the confidence to suggest Alexander’s conquests were not great, but
it was truly the Macedonians who deserved such recognition. He then spoke loudly of how 
Philip II’s accomplishments far outweighed Alexanders’ and how Alexander was demeaning 
himself and Macedonian by combining the Persian traditions with their own.201 After hearing 
the continued slander Alexander stood and drew his weapon, but his companions quickly 
disarmed him. When he shouted for them to act upon Kleitos, no man reacted; when the 
trumpeter failed to sound his instrument on command, he received a blow from Alexander.202 
Kleitos had been hurriedly ushered out of the hall but returned to jeer Alexander once more; 
and this was his final mistake. Alexander immediately took the weapon of a close-by 
companion and hurled it toward Kleitos (mirroring the incident at the wedding of Cleopatra). 
The lance struck and immediately killed Kleitos.203
Figure 3: Alexander's banquet at Samarkand (Marakanda). 1890. Imitating Attic red-figure pottery. 
http://www.alexanderstomb.com/main/imageslibrary/alex3/index.htm
This remains a major reference point for claiming Alexander’s alcohol issues 
permeated his entire life. It does not seem uncommon or even notable to the sources when 
someone dies from drinking. A helpful description of a funeral may provide insight into 
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consumption habits in antiquity: “Asclepiades, son of Anaxippos, from Ephesus. At the age of
22, I drunk culsec, a great quantity of pure wine, and I died spitting blood”.204 This example is
significant because it describes a young male that has a direct relationship between alcohol 
and his death. Evidently there is no specific cause mentioned, but the association is important 
as it shows Alexander could have succumbed to something that also affected others. Modern 
“…subjects reporting six or more drinks per day […] showed a twofold higher risk […] for 
atrial fibrillation, atrial flutter, supraventricular tachycardia and premature atrial 
contractions.”.205 So during the days leading to his death Alexander did exhibit signs of 
ethanol toxicity as a result of alcohol consumption, but the steady weakening over many days 
may hinder this theory. Incoherent speech, confusion, vison problems, clumsiness, erratic 
decision making, unsteadiness, loss of memory, nausea, and loss of consciousness are all 
common signs of intoxication. 
Perhaps a major detriment to his recovery was his personal knowledge. Alexander was
well educated on common ailments and their treatments. He learned many aspects of 
medicine, stemming from his boyhood education and practical experience as soldier and king.
This education encompassed both deities inspired healing and more scientific methodologies. 
Throughout his reign he showed great interest in health, as is demonstrated by when in Egypt,
Alexander, during the construction of the city showed immense concern for the orientation of 
the buildings and roads with detailed consideration for the health of the to-be citizens.206 
Therefore, It is not inaccurate to presume Alexander’s medical knowledge increased until his 
death. From the time of his departure from Macedonia it seems he was involved in the 
medical organization of his forces, and in the personal injuries of his friends. His awareness of
his own body and its ailments and limitations, although considering his demeanor is unlikely 
to have slowed to accommodate them. Though, after the death of Hephaestion Alexander’s 
disdain for Asclepius is evident, and his denouncement and demand for answers demonstrates 
his self-promotion as an equal to the god.207 This explains Alexander’s affinity to medicine, as 
through healing, Alexander can more closely associate with the gods. Even perhaps through 
his own healing processes Alexander embodied Asclepius, even if his own belief was geared 
towards Hippocratic medicine the connotation to the gods was obvious.208 Unfortunately, this 
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assurance within himself, combined with the possible new distrust in the physicians since the 
death of Hephaestion, may have contributed to his illness.
Furthermore, Alexander was shown to be deeply concerned when his relatives or 
friends presented signs of illness. “…more than twenty important burials and memorials 
overseen my Alexander”.209 He was known to personally request information from physicians 
on the best course of action, relay that information to appropriate personnel, and/or attend to 
the patient himself. In some instances, he even modified the diagnosis when the physicians’ 
opinion seemed inadequate.210 As such, the accompanying Alexander and his army was a 
plethora of additional specialists required for the daily functions. Physicians, bartenders, and 
various other ‘menial’ jobs were integral parts of the system, but ancient sources often record 
military maneuvers and combat over the structure or details of duty.211 The overwhelming 
magnitude of Alexander’s army attests to the size of these additional groups required to 
support the troops. 
Alexander’s frequent banquets would require a number of these roles.212 His decision 
to follow the Babylonian customs was perhaps an informed and calculated decision, maybe it 
was out of necessity, or potentially just luck.213 They were allowed to suspend their daily 
harsh lives and experience the luxuries of Asia for a period. Their misery was alleviated and 
the men could “drink the joy of life and of victory revel on fragrant carpets, with golden 
chalices”.214 For the battle hardened men of Macedonia these opulent banquets may have 
elevated their sentiments of success, and drive for new accomplishments. One can imagine the
relief felt during the first celebrations in Babylon, filled with revelry and the joy of prosperity.
If Alexander was free from his royal duties and “had time on his hands, he spent much of it 
downing heroic quantities of wine”.215 It satiated a need and a goal, but in-turn also filled their
heads with grand ideas of how much more there could be. Even Alexander, who was said to 
experience the same hardships as his men to share an equal burden, became acclimatized to 
these luxurious banquets. He must have struggled to harmonize this foreign culture, that 
centuries of bias had ingrained was despicable, and his own Macedonian values. Perhaps 
209 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, p109.
210 Antela-Bernardez. “Alexander and the Medicine”, p45.
211 Ibid., p35.
212 Ibid., p36.
213 Droysen, Bosworth, and Kimmich. “History of Alexander”, p206.
214 Ibid.
215 Everitt. Alexander The Great. p380.
-49-
attending these banquets was the spark which sealed these two factions in a codependent 
relationship through which both would succumb to the other.216 
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Part V: How Far? establishing the most probable 
series of events and final assessments 
As observed above the pro and anti-Macedonian sources describe Alexander’s death 
differently. Some suggest it was a well-deserved fate for a brutal ruler, and some say it was an
unfortunate random happening, and some the intentional assassination of a monarch. This 
creates a visible pattern of event repetition, contemporary source re-use, and embellishments 
or fabrications. Alexander evidently enjoyed drinking with his friends, but to say that he was 
overtly overconsuming is likely incorrect.217 Alexander’s success as a king could be in part to 
his commitment in presenting himself as a military equal to his army. He fought alongside 
them and often suffered similar physical hardships. Unfortunately, he also placed himself in a 
prime position for injury. The men fought in close contact, and Alexander persisted in 
endeavouring to proving he was worthy of the same glory as her heroes.218 Exploring other 
ways Alexander may have died produces a more clear image of his final days and how the 
sources interpreted his symptoms.
Poisoning as COD
After his death “[a] strange story soon began to spread; Alexander had not succumbed 
to natural causes […] but had been poisoned”.219 This poison theory is rejected for many 
reasons, but primarily due to the lack of knowledge about a poison that could sustain 
symptoms for approximately eleven days. Even if the account suggested there was 
opportunity to re-administer the pain and other symptoms Alexander exhibited are not 
congruent with any poisoning cases.220 He was awake and speaking at least four days later and
Alexander did not complain of a strange taste. Ancient sources do tell of other poisons 
working effectively, but each of those is rapid (I.e., Alexander IV & Roxanne).221 If Alexander
even had the slightest notion he had been poisoned he would not have done nothing.222 He 
never acted against anybody during his period of illness and “…the rumor mill only began 
five years later”.223 
Liber de morte testamentumque Alexandri Magni was an account written by Holkias 
near 317BCE and inspired various portions of the Alexander Romance, it suggested 
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Alexander was poisoned, and that the most influential generals were involved.224 This version 
of Alexanders death has “little reliability”.225 The allegation of assassination suggested 
Aristotle and Antipater convinced Alexander’s cupbearer Iolas to administer poison that had 
been transported by his older brother Kassander. If Alexander was poisoned the perpetrator 
would have need knowledge of the poison and must have been discrete in administering it.226 
Although this theory is widely rejected the motives are of interest. The regent of Macedonia, 
Antipater, was in the middle of a disagreement with Olympias; Alexander then requested 
Antipater to join him in Babylon and the general Craterus to take the position in Macedonia. 
The allegation was likely a fiction created by Holkias in 317BCE for the benefit of Olympias 
while she was at war with Kassander.227 Additionally, if there was even a miniscule inkling of 
poisoning there is no doubt Iolas would have been considered and removed from the situation 
as a prime suspect. It would have been incredibly difficult for one, or many, people to 
continuously administer the poison.  
Guillain-Barre-Syndrome as COD
A more recent suggestion for Alexander’s death is Guillain-Barre Syndrome (GBS). It 
is a rare disease manifesting in the sudden rapid onset of progressive paralysis. The subject’s 
immune system cannot differentiate a virus (possibly Campylobacter jejuni) and the body, 
causing an internal struggle.228 Three major strains exist, each a result of nervous system 
damage. With acute motor axonal neuropathy (AMAN) effects only motor nerves (meaning 
signals being received from the brain) so difficulty walking is often a preliminary symptom. It
can progress to paralysis of internal organs; particularity those that control blood pressure and
body temperature and this variation, in rare cases, can also impede speech, vision, and 
breath.229 This variation also has a onset time of six days and is most likely to develop within 
spring or summer.  Campylobacter jejuni is a waterborne virus, often transmitted by cattle 
animals; it causes abdominal pain and fever. Diagnosing Alexander’s death may have been 
complicated as the lack of heartbeat or pulse was unlikely considered a sign of death, based 
on Aristotle, and perhaps Alexander’s own basic (and incorrect) understanding of the vascular
system.230 
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Some rare cases of GBS have demonstrated the subject falling into a comatose state 
wherein no sound or painful stimuli would awaken them.231 For Alexander to have lives six 
days past the day of his ‘death’ his body would require enough oxygen without muscle 
movement. If he appeared outwardly completely comatose, and his pulse, heart rate, and 
breathing had slowed enough to be unobservable then his energy expenditure would be 
incredibly low. Additionally, if he contracted the variation that impedes the body’s ability to 
regulate temperature his hypothermic state would further reduce his energy needs. This means
more blood could be allotted for the heart, brain and lungs; effectively withdrawing the supply
from the extremities and non-essential organs.232 This could plausibly have kept him living but
as the paralysis reached his lungs, they would become progressively inactive. Only his 
diaphragm and neck muscles would be used to facilitate intake of oxygen. Although, this does
explain his appearance as these ‘breaths’ are nearly invisible to the average onlooker. He 
would have appeared stiff, unmoving, chilled, and discolored. Some consolation for this 
horrific suggestion is Alexander was likely in a deep comatose state and would have no 
awareness of the embalmers beginning their tasks.233 
West Nile Virus as COD
A possible contributor to Alexander’s death is West Nile Virus (WNV) as it often 
produces a fever, muscle pain and unwillingness to eat or drink; all of which he suffered. In 
late stages it can also cause paralysis, memory loss, and paranoia leaving Alexander “frail and
ingloriously disabled”.234 Falciparum Malarial fever has also been suggested as in its 
quotidian form (infected on successive days presenting in high temperature peaks followed by
rigor and chills) it resembles some of Alexander’s symptoms. In extreme cases it can also 
manifest as inability to speak.235 The mosquito population (anopheles stephensis) was the 
primary carrier, and their heavy season continues to be May through June.236 Flooding in the 
area is also common and has been well documented since antiquity; this may be the reason for
Alexander not retracing his route as it may have become impassable. This flooding could 
additionally have piqued Alexander’s curiosity and instigated the voyage. Some of 
Alexander’s men were undoubtably carrying plasmodium falciparum on their return from 
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India.237 Though this is plausible it has been discredited by some scholars who prefer to omit 
atypical cases from modern studies that more accurately describe Alexander’s symptoms.
Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy as COD
From the sources in the first second it is discernible that in the months prior to his 
death Alexander began to appear increasingly irrational, paranoid, and pressured and “…
Alexander of 324 BCE was not the Alexander of 334 BCE”.238 Perhaps an alternative to the 
direct influence of alcohol contributing to Alexander’s death is Chronic Traumatic 
Encephalopathy (CTE). It is still largely misunderstood as the disease can only be confirmed 
after death, and the symptoms can appear as wide range of behaviors, medical problems, and 
temperaments. CTE is a result of repeated damage to the brain, often from recurring 
concussions that
“produces a buildup of an abnormal protein called tau, which causes the brain degeneration
associated with memory loss, confusion, impaired judgment, impulse control problems,
delusional disorder, the feeling and appearance of being hung over, paranoia, aggression,
depression and eventually progressive dementia.”.239
Symptoms of concussions or cranial trauma can easily be mistaken for the signs of alcohol 
consumption; irregular sleep patterns, migraines, spontaneous aggression, suicidal tendencies,
slurred speech, boldness, and unsteadiness. 
Repetitive cranial trauma degrades the brain on a cellular level, and typically the cells 
are equipped to repair damage, but successive injuries may cause the cells to lose that 
function.240 Alexander experienced several cranial injuries throughout his reign as shown by 
the considerable number of instances on record, but additional unrecorded injuries both from 
battle and his childhood/early training are extremely likely. Of those we know, Alexander was
hit with a stone in 335 BCE at Illyria and then in 334 BCE at Granicus his helmet splintered 
after an extreme downward blow from an axe.241 This wound would have been debilitating 
injury considering the gravitational force in combination with the blow trajectory would far 
exceed the 90gs needed to cause a concussion. In 333 BCE Alexander was engaged with 
Tarsus and fell ill, with similar symptoms to the sickness that killed him later.242
237 Ibid., p25.
238 O'Brien. “Alexander The Great”, p101
239 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p225
240 Ibid., p226.
241 Ibid., p227.
242 Retief, and Cilliers. “The Death of Alexander the Great.”, p20.
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The correlation of CTE and Alexander’s injuries is paramount because it could be the 
explanation of his death and preceding erratic behavior noted by the sources. As mentioned, a 
major symptom of the disease closely mirrors those actions associated with drunkenness and 
hangovers respectively. A major outburst of irrational and quick decision making, lack of 
control, and poor judgment are all by-products of CTE and were all noted as the spark behind 
the burning of Persepolis in 330 BCE. The immediate regret shown by Alexander suggests an 
inability to associate actions with what he perceived as his ‘normal’ self. This is another sure 
sign of CTE, the negatively affected psyche and seemingly healthy psyche have a difficult 
time merging and causes self-doubt, anger issues, and sadness which are in turn strengthened 
by the cellular degradation. This is particularly relevant because Alexander did not diverge 
from his usual consumption of alcohol during these periods, and especially the injuries 
sustained in 329 BCE. In 327 BCE Alexander was noted to have slept more than normal after 
many nights of drinking. The alcohol would intensify any feeling of a hangover, even if 
Alexander was otherwise fine.243
The next incident seems somewhat more insignificant but the damage done when a 
bird dropped a stone onto his head, followed soon after by his breastplate fracturing from a 
blow at Gaza in 332 BCE were enough to cause cranial cellular damage.244 In 331 BCE at 
Parthian campaign he was hit by an arrow in the lower leg .245 The interim years provide no 
record of injury to his head but Alexander may have endured them unknowingly through both 
combat practice and related military duties, and perhaps during alcohol induced antics. During
this period “…the penchant for plundering became increasingly difficult for the king to 
control…”.246 Again, a major cranial trauma was in 329 BCE at Cyropolis when an impact 
caused vison loss and blurring (this remains the first historical account of transcortical 
blindness), speech slurring, stability when walking and riding, and ability to aim/fight.247 
Additionally, the well-known rib injury of 326 BCE was directly preceded by objects 
rained on him from above, another splintered helmet from a blow, and a treacherous fall. After
Alexander was pierced with an arrow his punctured lung spurted air and blood, he felt dizzy 
and soon became unconscious. It had entered his ribcage near the third intercostal space, and 
the ribs remained unbroken.248 Arrian describes the incident from 326BCE from the Mallians: 
243 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p230.
244 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p227.
245 Retief, and Cilliers. “The Death of Alexander the Great.”, p20.
246 Ibid., p60
247 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p227.
248 Apostolakis, Efstratios, Papakonstantinou, Baikoussis, and Apostolaki. “Alexander the 
Great’s Life-Threatening Thoracic Trauma.”, p243.
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“But although he was faint with exhaustion, he defended himself, as long as his blood was 
still warm. But the blood streaming out copiously and without ceasing at every expiration of 
breath, he was seized with a dizziness and swooning, and bending over fell upon his 
shield.”.249 The only information about his healing process is that he was confined to his tent 
for a long time. At the siege of Gaza Alexander’s was pierced by an arrow, Philip doubled the 
size of the gash and removed the arrow. This mirrored the common procedure for the 
extraction of a foreign object regular soldiers would undergo.250 Since treating an unconscious
Alexander was a priority, more care was taken to hurriedly transport him to a physician than 
stabilizing the injuries and as a result the jostling exacerbated the cranial trauma. After every 
bout of sickness or injury Alexander continued his conquest, the travel would have 
undoubtedly aggravated the symptoms and even small jolts could adversely affect the existing
damage.
The incident with Kleitos far surpassed Alexander’s typical violent behavior but what 
may be more telling is the actions of the others present. The unusual direct disobedience of 
orders from a king, the action to disarm him and the forced used to physically restrain him are
extraordinary. These men may be an indication of externally observed repetitive behavior 
exhibited by Alexander that seemed out of character. It suggests a similar situation may have 
previously happened, and they collectively understood the stakes and how their disobedience 
may influence the situation. CTE is more probable when proper time has not been given to the
healing process after cranial trauma. This lack of care then expedites cognitive issues, 
heightens the risk of additional cranial traumas, and exacerbates existing symptoms.251 This 
can easily be mistaken for a change in personality as the effects are often slow and appear to 
evolve from existing traits (I.e., carelessness, and hastiness that may present as an augmented 
version of already existing trait such as bravery). 
Alexander had been greatly insulted before, many times, and had not acted so rashly 
or intensely. His friends may have recognized this instance as somehow different because of 
smaller leading incidents that escape the records. They could knowingly act in defiance 
without fear of punishment as the outcome (of saving a friend) would outweigh the 
disobedience. The unplanned slaughter of a close friend highlights a key point of mental 
decline for Alexander, but so does his reaction. Arrian suggest he is genuine in his remorse but
personally blames it on his drunkenness. This is seemingly a scapegoat and his legitimate 
249 Ibid.
250 Borja. “Alexander and the Medicine”, p40.
251 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p226.
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problem is coming to terms with the action in his own mind. Separating himself by suggesting
it was the alcohol that allowed him to do it, removes personal culpability at least on a basic 
level. Alexander also shamefully unsuccessfully attempts to rectify the misdeed by suicide.252 
This shows great remorse for his actions. Along with rage and poor judgement, suicidal 
thoughts are another extreme symptom of CTE often brought on by the previously mentioned 
inability to rectify two perceptions of self.
Alexander’s consummation plays a crucial role because being intoxicated enough to 
be considered an alcoholic would have an extreme effect on his ability to strategize. The 
mental degradation combined with intoxication would drastically influence his success as a 
leader. Although, what becomes visible with further analysis is the possibility his existing 
CTE symptoms were intensified by his consumption of alcohol in such a way they appeared 
as violent outbursts and willingness to endanger himself. This explains why there are no direct
references to his drinking habits influencing the movement of his army or other tactical 
maneuvers. By the time Alexander decided to cross the Gedrosian desert his possible CTE 
would have progressed to an incurable state; The cellular degradation would have been vast, 
and he would have consistently visible symptoms. Alexander begins “rapidly losing tough 
with the hopes and aspirations of the people who had helped him…”.253 If this diagnosis is to 
be believed it would explain his uncharacteristic decision. He was capable of making plans 
and strategic decisions but failed to realize the devastation it would cause his army. 
Grief as a Contributing Factor
Medical knowledge and organization were inarguably fundamental to the success of 
the army but the treatment king required specialization beyond those physicians of the troops 
“for the king could endure anything except delay”.254 As it stands there are no cases of the 
physicians of the king also treating extreme cases of the army. It is likely considering in order 
to continue effectively and peak condition of all members was the ideal.255 A distinct 
exception is when Hephaestion died in October of 324 BCE. He fell ill after the army 
celebrated Dionysus and thanked him for their successes. He was instructed by physicians to 
abstain from all heavy food and drink, but he did not comply. His death destroyed Alexander. 
His funeral would be in Babylon months later, beginning with sacrifices and continuing with 
252 Morris. “Alexander the Great”, p229.
253 Bose. Alexander the Great’s Art of Strategy, p240.
254 Rufus, Quintus C. “Life of Alexander the Great.”. (Teubner ed.) 1880 Theodor Vogel. 
University of Chicago, December 10, 2016. 3.6.3.
255 Antela-Bernardez. “Alexander and the Medicine”, p43.
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grand feast.256 This case accurately foreshadowed the demise of Alexander that followed only 
months later. Hephaestion exhibited a similar sequence of symptoms, including the alcohol 
consumption, fever, injury, abdominal pain, and immobility. His departure caused extreme 
grief for Alexander, and since he was already in poor health so the shock and additional 
mental strain could easily have worsened his condition. Cases of extreme sorrow igniting an 
existing condition are sporadically documented in modernity.257 
Although many modern scholars dispute the affects of bereavement on Alexander’s 
already injured body it must be considered a possibility. Alexander’s existing injuries and 
possible infections were intensified by the sorrow of losing Hephaestion, and the heavy 
drinking was the necessary ingredient to induce his death. The sorrow of Alexander from the 
loss of Hephaestion may have put additional stress on his body; inability to sleep, loss of 
appetite, and many other symptoms accompany the depression of losing such a companion. 
His immune system would have been deeply compromised.258 The death caused Alexander to 
act shamefully. His friends, just as with Kleitos, had to restrain him. He chose to forgo both 
food and drink; and he stayed silent and motionless for days.259 He acted strangely again when
he ordered Asclepius’ temple to be destroyed and requested Hephaestion’s deification, both 
out of character decisions. This excessive emotion that lasted for months is another symptom 
of CTE. Though, even small amounts of alcohol can intensify the negative symptoms of CTE 
and expedite the cellular degradation.
256 Droysen, Bosworth, and Kimmich. “History of Alexander”, p410.
257 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, p27.
258 Reames-Zimmerman, and Borza. “Some New Thoughts”, p29.
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Conclusions
Alexander’s legacy has lasted though centuries of bias and moral value changes. 
Although we cannot definitively mark a cause for his death, as shown above, it was likely 
directly influenced by his consumption of alcohol. This singular event influences subsequent 
historians into attributing wine with his mistakes and undesirable habits. Though it is 
important to remember modern scholars “cannot fault the ancients for having interests other 
than our own, but neither should we be forever limited in our inquiries to ancient habits of 
mind”.260 They used his drinking as a literary tool to promote the ideologies of their day and 
make moral comments about a past society. It is easy to defame a legacy when the values of a 
current audience are in direct opposition to those, he existed in. Alexander was presented by 
various sources to have acted in a manner unbefitting a Macedonian king. Indeed, his overall 
reputation was negatively affected by these comments, but not in such a way that it ever truly 
threatened his leadership. His other qualities of military skill, intelligence, and generosity far 
outweigh any anti-Alexander spirit. We desire so deeply that Alexander did not die from 
something ordinary. As in the end of a good novel, the character deserves so much more. 
Although, as is for everyone, death is simple and for Alexander “Such was the end.”.261
260 Holt. The Treasures of Alexander the Great, 19.
261 Plato. Phaedo. Translated by Harold North Fowler, 17th ed. Cambridge: Loeb Classical
Library, 1990.
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Appendix
These are additional examples of Alexander’s relationship with alcohol as portrayed 
in the ancient sources that did not fit into the narrative of this project, but nonetheless are 
important considerations. Each has been deemed worthy to be included and should be 
noted as helpful when considering the issues presented above. They are as follows:
1) “…fresh from the lap of Aristotle, who with his own hand while at table stabbed 
Clitus, his dearest friend, who had been brought up with him, because he did not 
flatter him enough, and was too slow in transforming himself from a free man and
a Macedonian into a Persian slave.”262
2) “Then followed the consulship of Gaius Caesar […] was exceedingly keen and 
vigorous of mind, lavish in his generosity, and possessed a courage exceeding the 
nature, and even the credence, of man. In the magnitude of his ambitions, in the 
rapidity of his military operations, and in his endurance of danger, he closely 
resembled Alexander the Great, but only when Alexander was free from the 
influence of wine and master of his passions for Caesar, in a word, never indulged
in food or in sleep except as they ministered, not to pleasure, but to life.”263
3) “…it was intemperance in drinking that laid him low, and the famous death-
dealing bowl of Hercules. What glory is there in carrying much liquor? When you
have won the prize, and the other banqueters, sprawling asleep or vomiting, have 
declined your challenge to still other toasts; when you are the last survivor of the 
revels; when you have vanquished every one by your magnificent show of 
prowess and there is no man who has proved himself of so great capacity as you, 
– you are vanquished by the cask.”264
4) “I am speaking of Alexander as he was before he was submerged in the flood of 
success, for no man was less capable of bearing prosperity than he was. If we look
at him as transformed by his new fortunes and presenting the new character, so to 
speak, which he had assumed after his victories, it is evident he would have come 
into Italy more like Darius than Alexander, and would have brought with him an 
army which had forgotten its native Macedonia and was rapidly becoming Persian
262 Lucius Annaeus Seneca. On Anger (version SophiaOmni). Translated by John W 
Basore. Vol. 1. William Heinemann, n.d. 3.17.1.
263 , Velleius Paterculus. “The Roman History.” Loeb Classical Library, 1924. 
Translated by Bill Thayer. University of Chicago, April 5, 2019, 2.41.1.
264 Lucius Annaeus Seneca. “Letter 83” Moral letters to Lucilius (Epistulae morales 
ad Lucilium). Translated by Richard Mott Gummere. London: William Heineman, 1920.
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in character. It is a disagreeable task in the case of so great a man to have to 
record his ostentatious love of dress; the prostrations which he demanded from all 
who approached his presence, and which the Macedonians must have felt to be 
humiliating, even had they been vanquished, how much more when they were 
victors; the terribly cruel punishments he inflicted; the murder of his friends at the
banquet-table; the vanity which made him invent a divine pedigree for himself. 
What, pray, would have happened if his love of wine had become stronger and his
passionate nature more violent and fiery as he grew older? I am only stating facts 
about which there is no dispute. Are we to regard none of these things as serious 
drawbacks to his merits as a commander? Or was there any danger of that 
happening which the most frivolous of the Greeks, who actually extol the 
Parthians at the expense of the Romans, are so constantly harping upon, namely, 
that the Roman people must have bowed before the greatness of Alexander's name
- though I do not think they had even heard of him - and that not one out of all the 
Roman chiefs would have uttered his true sentiments about him, though men 
dared to attack him in Athens, the very city which had been shattered by 
Macedonian arms and almost well in sight of the smoking ruins of Thebes, and 
the speeches of his assailants are still extant to prove this?”265
5) “At the outset of his history of Philip [was] so addicted to strong drink that he was
frequently seen by his friends manifestly drunk in broad daylight.”266
6) “The chart [below] is derived from consideration of 771 citations. Of these 603 
attributes positive effects to wine and drinking; 117 attribute negative effects; the 
remaining citations are neutral.”267
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